CLEAN AIR
1S MY

DREAM!

-~

------

OEPA JOURNAL
United States
Environmental Protection Agency

A Magazine on National and Global Environmental Perspectives

Office of Communications.
Education. and Public Affairs

March/April 1992 •

William K. Reilly
Administrator
Lew Crampton
Associate Administrator

Charles Osolin
Director of Editorial Services

John Heritage
Editor
Karen Flagstad
Associate Editor
Ruth Barker
Assistant Editor
Jack Lewis
Assistant Editor
Nancy Starnes
Assistant Editor
Douglass Lea
Contributing Editor
Marilyn Rogers
Circulation Manager
Editorial Assistance
Leighton Price
Design Credits
Ron Farrah
James R. Ingram
Robert Flanagan
Front Cover:
November 1988: Young activist
in Louisiana Toxics Morch
protests pollution from
petrochemical plants along
Mississippi. Copyright Som
Kiltner.
EPA JOURNAL

is printed on recycled paper.

EPA JOURNAL Subscriptions
The annual rate for subscribers in the U.S. for
EPA Journal is $10. The charge to subscribers in
foreign countries is $12.50 a year. The price of a
single copy of EPA Journal is $3.50 in this
country and $4.38 if sent to a foreign country.
Prices include mail costs. Subscriptions to EPA
Journal as well as to other federal government
magazines are handled only by the U.S.
Government Printing Office. To subscribe to EPA
Journal. send a check or money order payable to
the Superintendent of Documents. The requests
should be mailed to:
Superintendent of Documents, GPO,
Washington, DC 20402.

Volume 18, Number 1 175 N92-001

From the Editor

I

s it time that we broadened the definition of environmental protection
in this country?
. The physical environment of America's minorities-Hispanics, Native
Americans, Asians, African Americans, the poor of any color-has in
one way or another been left out of the environmental cleanup of the
past two decades. Black children, as a whole, have more lead in their
blood than do white children. Blacks are decidedly overrepresented in
air-pollution nonattainment areas. The environment of migrant farm
workers, particularly in their exposure to hazardous pesticides, has not
been well protected, to say the least. People of color are much more
likely to have hazardous waste sites in their backyards than are whites.
Some environmental problems suffered by minorities are not even in the
standard lexicon: poorly insulated homes that are hot in summer and
cold in winter; neighborhoods infested with rats.
The environmental effort launched by Earth Day, 1970, has been
largely defined by middle and upper class whites. It has been
environmentalism with a big E, a specialized activity serving a special
segment of our society. Environmental protection laws have largely
reflected that definition. Ironically, Earth Day, itself, was socially
oriented and broad based, involving tens of millions of people of all
ages, incomes, and regions of the country.
Some will argue that, for the most part, minorities and the poor have
not volunteered for the environmental movement. Agreed; they may
have had more pressing problems. Does that mean that they should not
share in the benefits?
A skeptic says, "If you broaden the definition of protection to include
the devastated environment of the inner city, where is the end?" It may
be that there is no end, only a goal, one that we cari strive for but never
completely achieve: decency, compassion, hope. It may be that every
social cause should, fundamentally, have this aim. Not simply because it
is right, but because on a planet with great risks as well as great benefits,
it is realistic. o
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NEWSLINE
Phaseout
of Ozone
Oepleters
Accelerated
President Bush has
announced that the United
States will phase out most
ozone depleting substances

five years ahead of
international deadlines and
called on other nations to
agree to an accelerated
schedule. Current U.S.
production is already more
than 40 percent below
levels allowed by the
Montreal Protocol and more
than 20 percent ahead of
Europe's non-a erosol
production phasedown. The
announcement came as
recent scientific findings
indicated fuster, more
widespread ozone depletion
than was previously known.

The Washington Post
reported: " . .. The
president's pledge to halt
production of
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs)
by Dec. 31 , 1995, commits
the United States to a fast er
phaseout schedule than
most of the industrialized
nations that signed the
Montreal Protocol- an
internationa l treaty that sets
a deadline of 2000 for
elimination of the
chemica ls, which are
widely used in consumer
products . ... The CFC
explosion of the past 20
years has put so much of
the chemicals into th e
atmosphere that there is no
way of stopping con tinu ed
depletion of the ozone
shield. Even with the faster
phaseout, the protective
layer is not expected by
scientists to be restored to
its 1970s condition until the
middle of the next century.

Last week, NASA sci entists
reported that a converted
spy plane flying over ew
England and eastern Canada
recorded the highest level of
ozone-threatening chlorine
compounds ever measured
anywhere in the world. The
level was 50 percent higher
than previously seen over
Antarctica, where an ozone
hole was first discovered in
1985 .... The Montreal
Protocol of 1987, signed by
71 nations, provides for
regular reevaluations of
whether a faster phaseout is
warranted. A working group
is schedu led in April lo set
an agenda for a full meeting
of signatories in November.
Germany has pledged to
eliminate CFCs by Jan. 1,
1995, and one of the most
popular substitutes by 2000.
The European Community
is committed to a deadline
of July 1997 . . .. "
The Wall Street Journal
commented : ". . . The
action, which comes in the
wake of data showing that

the problem is worse than
was believed, reflects a
timetable that producers
and users of the substances
generally accept. 'We think
we can live with it,' said
Joseph McGuire, sen ior vice
president of the Air
Conditioning and
Refrigeration Institute. 'We
think it's doable.' U.S.
production of
chlorofluorocarbons, CFCs,
which are widely used in
refrigerants and solvents,
and other chemica ls that
destroy the stratospheric
ozone layer, will have to be
eliminated by Dec. 31, 1995,
four years sooner than
required under an
international treaty. Limited
exceptions will be allowed
for certain medical
equipm ent such as dose
inhalers for asthmatics and
other essential uses and for
the servicing of exist ing
equipment. The president
also is urging producers to
cut output to 50 percent of
1986 levels by year end.

Partly because of a U.S. tax
on CFC production , output
is 42 percent below 1986
levels , as industry has
found it easier than
expected to come up with
safer substitutes . ...
Environmental groups
supported the president's
action, but said it falls short
of what is needed. Liz Cook,
ozone campaign director at
Friends of the Earth, said,
'We're glad the president
recognized the ozone
problem is a global
emergency. But we think
the crisis is so dire that we
will continue to press for
the U.S. to eliminate all
ozone-depleting chemicals
sooner than the deadline.'
The accelerated phaseout
applies to major CFCs,
halons , methyl chloroform,
and carbon tetrachloride.
Under the 1990 revisions to
the Clean Air Act , the
administrati on has authority
to accelerate th e phaseout of
these chemicals when data
indicate a need to do so .... "
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Ongoing
Enforcement
Actions
Record $15. 7
Million Sought in
Complaint Against
Tennessee Gas
Pipeline
In the largest administrative
penalty ever sought by the
Agency, EPA has filed a
$15.7 million complaint
against Tennessee Gas
Pipeline Company of
Houston, Texas, for
violations of the Toxic
Substances Control Act. The
company operates an
interstate natural
gas-transmission system that
extends approximately
10,000 miles; the complaint
alleges that it improperly
used and disposed of PCBs
at 26 gas compressor
stations along the pipeline
from 1980 to 1990. The
stations are located in
Alabama, Kentucky,
Mississippi, Ohio, and
Tennessee.
The company is working
with EPA and the states to
clean up its equipment and
any soil or water
contaminated by the
chemical. Last year, Texas
Eastern paid a $15 million
penalty for similar
violations, and is now in
the middle of a 10-year
program to clean up PCBs at
a cost of $750 million.
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U.S. Sugar Guilty
of Felonies; Will
Pay Highest Fine
Ever Under RCRA
United States Sugar
Corporation has agreed to
plead guilty to eight felony
charges filed by the
Department of Justice and to
pay a criminal fine of
$3,750,000. The crimes,
which occurred at the
company's Bryant plant in
Palm Beach County,
Florida, involve the illegal
disposal and transportation
of hazardous wastes. The
fine is the largest penalty
ever assessed under the
Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act.
Three of the eight counts
charge the company with
illegal disposal of lead
subacetate during harvests
in the period 1986 through
1989. The chemical was
used in the sugar mill
laboratory; the used
chemical, which is a
hazardous waste, was then
disposed of in two forms:
Mixed with sugar cane
juice, it was dumped on the
company's property; as a
contaminant in laboratory
filter papers, it was dumped
in a local landfill.
The next three counts
charge the company with
illegal disposal of two
solvents,
tetrachloroethylene and
methylene chloride, which
it used to degrease
mechanical parts. The used
solvents, mixed with oil
and grease, were dumped in
earthen surface
impoundments at the
Bryant plant.
The last two counts
charge the company with
illegal transportation of a

solvent that was an
ignitable hazardous waste.
Used to degrease
mechanical parts, and
mixed with waste oil, the
solvent was transported to a
waste-oil recycler without a
manifest. U.S. Sugar did not
inform the recycler that an
ignitable hazardous waste
was mixed with the oil; the
recycler did not have a
permit to treat or to dispose
of hazardous waste.
The charges derive from
soil, water, and chemical
samples taken by EPA
personnel and FBI agents
during a search of the
Bryant plant.

Kennecott Utah
Copper Faces
Fines of More
Than $1.4 Million
EPA has asked for fines
against Kennecott Utah
Copper Corporation totaling
more than $1.4 million:
$1,129,000 for
mismanagement of PCBs,
and $291,850 for failure to
report the release of
hazardous materials to the
environment. The charges
stem from inspections of the
company's smelter, refinery,
Magna concentrator,
Bonneville Plant, and
Bingham Canyon mine.
They allege: 180 counts of
improper use of
transformers containing
PCBs, 16 counts of
improper disposal of PCBs,
20 counts of failure to
maintain records of PCB
equipment, and one count
of failure to mark an area
containing a PCB
transformer. They further

allege that Kennecott was
aware of the following
releases of hazardous
materials but failed to
report them to authorities:
approximately 21,000
pounds of corrosive wastes
spilled on the ground;
17 ,000 pounds of sulfur
dioxide discharged to the
air from smelter wastewater
in an open canal; and sulfur
dioxide and sulfur trioxide
discharged to the air
because of equipment
failures at a substation and
stack.
The PCB mismanagement
charges were brought under
the Toxic Substances
Control Act, the
hazardous-material release
charges under the
Superfund law and the
Emergency Planning and
Community Right-to-Know
Act-the former requires
that hazardous material
spills be reported to the
National Response Center in
Washington, the latter that
local and state emergency
response groups be notified
as well.

3

NEWSLINE
Sale of
Sterilizing
Solution
Stopped
EPA has ordered that the
sale of Sporicidin Cold
Sterilizing solution be
stopped, and has requested

that all stocks of the
product be recalled. The
~terilan~

is used primarily

m hospitals and in dental

and veterinary fac ilities to
destroy spores, bacteria ,
fungi, and viruses on
delicate instruments and
equipment. EPA's order was
ba sed on test da ta which
showed that the sterilan t
was not fully effective in
dest~oy in g spores, and
possibly oth er microbial
life , as claimed on the
product label. The Agency
has filed a $430,000 civi l
complaint against
Sporkidin International for
making false claims about
the product's effectiveness.
O~her federal agencies
1orned EPA in its action.
;;dministrator Reilly said:
Because of the federa l
government's findi ngs, I
urge health -care providers
to use alternative produ cts
for hJgh-/evel dis infection
and sterilizing needs.
Products formulated for the
con_trol of infection s are a
serwus concern.
Consequently, I am
renewing our efforts to
ensure the products thi s
Age~cy licenses for use in
stenl1zmg and disinfecting
ore effective."
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The Washington Post
reported: ". . . Federal
regulatory officials
yesterday forced a national
recall of one of the most
widely used hospital and
dental sterilizing solutions,
after government laboratory
tests revealed that the
product destroys only a
fraction of the potentially
dangerous microorganisms
it is supposed to kill. In a
rare collective show of
force, the Food and Drug
Administration, the
Environmental Protection
Agency, and the Federal
Trade Commission took
legal and administrative
actions against Sporicidin
Co. yesterday, requesting
that the ~ockville company
order an immediate product
recall, seizing $1 million of
its existing inventory and
enjoining the company from
promoting its cold sterilant
solution ... . Sporicidin's
main product-Sporocidin
Cold Sterilizing
Solution- is used
principall y to sterilize
medical and dental
instruments that cannot be
cleaned using normal
sterilization processes. For
example, a wide range of
fiber optic scopes-like
those used to probe the
gastrointestinal tract and the
bladder-as well as
equipment used in
anesthesia and dental
~urgery would be damaged
if cleaned in standard high
temperature sterilizers.
Instead, to kill the
thousands of potentially
harmful fungi , viruses,
bacteria, and other
mi croorganisms that
populate hospitals and can
be picked up during
medical procedures,
physicians customarily
bathe their instruments for
several hours in cold
disinfectant solutions . . . .

Sporicidin, which has been
?n the market for 14 years,
is one of the most popular
of these products.
~~cording to the company,
it 1s the principal cold
sterilant used in dental
schools; and federal officials
~aid that it is widely used
m Veterans Administration
hospitals and has
approximately a 25 percent
share of the overall cold
sterilant market .... "

!he New York Times said:
· · · Dr. Robert Schattner a
dentist who is president ~f
Sporicidin , questioned the
actions against his
company. 'There is no
question these products are
~afe,' ~e said in a telephone
interview. 'I don't
understand what's going on.
For 14 years these products
have been used in hospitals
and there has not been one '
case of infection associated
with them.' Dr. Schattner
said the company would
temporari ly suspend
operations to comply with
demai:ids of the regulatory
agencies and 'to vigorously
contest these actions .·
~!though no reports of
illness have been associated
with instruments and
devices cleaned with
Sporicidin products health
officials said they w'ere
concerned about the
poten~ial hazard. 'Sterilizing
and d1smfecting agents are
supposed to protect patients
from contact with harmful
microorganisms,' said Or.
David A. Kessler, the
Commissioner of Food and
Drugs. 'These products do

not work. Doctors, dentists,
and other health
professionals should stop
using them.' .... The
[Food and Drug
Administration (FDA)] and
the environmental agency
acted because the steri lizing
solution is regulated by
both agencies. The [Federal
Trade Commission ], which
~egulates advertisi ng, was
mvolved because claims of
~he pr~ducts' potency were
mcons1stent with
government test results , said
Sharon Snider, an FDA
spokeswoman ... . Seizure
actions were initiated for
inventory at Sporicidin 's
headquarters in Rockvil le,
Maryland ; a distribution
warehouse, Multi-Moda l
Freight Systems, in
Baltimore, and a contract
manufacturing company,
Chem-Mix Inc., in
Jonesborough, Tennessee.
Other products involved in
the seizure are Sporicidin
Brand Disinfectant Spray
solut1on, Sporicidin Brand
Disinfectant, and Sporicid in
Disinfectant Towelettes.
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Toxic Emissions
from Dry Cleaners
To Be Reduced
A regulation proposed by
EPA would reduce
emissions of
perchloroethyline from large
dry cleaning plants . The
solvent, also known as PCE
or PERC, is th e most widely
~sed cleanrng agent in the
mdustry and is one of 190
toxi c air pollutants EPA
must regulate within the
next 10 years under the
1990 Clean Air Act.
The proposal is the first
air to xics rule to be written
under the Act. [t was
prepared with the help of
the Intern ational Fabricare
Institute, and reflects an
effort by EPA to minimize
costs to sma ll businesses.
Under the rul e, operators
would have to insta ll a
carbon adsorber, refrigerated
condenser, or equiva lent
device to co ntrol vented
PCE emissions. They would
have to practice pollution
prevention procedures ,
mcluding good operat ion
and maintenance, for both
dry cleaning machines and
auxiliary equipment , such
as solvent tanks. And they
would have to cond uct a
weekly inspection to
prevent em issions from
broken or improperly
operat in g equipmen t and
keep a re cord of such thin gs
as the amo unt of PCE used.
The rul e would apply to
both "industrial" and
"commercial" dry cleaners .
Industrial cleaners , the
largest , typically s uppl y
rental uniforms and other
such items to business and
institutional custo mers .
Commercial cleaners, the
most common, include th e
small, independently
operated neighborhood
shops.
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Of the approximately
25,200 cleaning plants in
the Un ited States, 9,700
current ly have no controls
and could be affected bv the
rnle. However , the Clea"i-i
Air Act allows EPA to be
sensitive to economic
impacts on small business
and the Agency has set a '
"c.onsumption cu toff" that
will exempt all but 3,700
plants from having to install
control s. The cutoff is 220
ga llons of PCE a year for
cleaners with dry-to-dry
machines- those that wash
and dry in the same unit· it
is 300 gallons a year for '
cleaners with transfer
~achines-washing is done
in one unit , drying in
another . The cleaners that
would be exempted under
the rule account for only 1.4
percent of total PCE
emissions, so the effect of
the exemp tion on public
health would be negligible.
The proposed rule would
reduce the total emissions
of PCE by 13 to 26 percent.
The estimated capital cost
for th e cleaners that are
now un controll ed would be
$63 million by 1996; the
an nualized cost in 1996
~ould be $9 million. The
rncreased cost of dry
cleaning for customers
would be less th an one
percent.

Sff>\'e Delone\' photo

All Four New Jersey
Utilities Join
Green Lights
New Jersey's four electric
utility companies have
joined EPA's Green Lights
program ; th e state is the
first to have all its electric
utilities join.
Public Service Electric
and Gas, Rockland Electric
Jersey Contro l Power and '
Light , and Atlantic Electric
hav.e all agreed to survey
their faciliti es and to install
new lighting systems w here
energy and cos t savings can
be achieved. What's more ,
they will aid customers to
do the same. !\II Green
Lights members ca n access
an EPA computer-based
support system.
Twenty to 25 percent of
electric ity used in the
United States each year goes
to lighting. Half of that 250
billion kilowatt hours, ~t a
cost of $20 billion, could be
saved if energy-efficient
lighting were substituted ,
where feasible, for older
systems. Efficient systems

pr.oduce brighter lighting
with less energy, contribute
to a more productive
workplace. and create less
heat , thereby reducing the
demand for air
conditio11ing.
EPA launched the Green
Lights Program in 1991 as a
voluntary, non-regulatory
program to encourage U.S.
corporations, utilities,
states, and local
governments to adopt
energy-efficient lighting as a
profitable m eans of
pollution prevention.
Several hundred Green
Lights partners have joined
in the program across the
country.
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The Issue

RAtf, POVf RTY, AND

THf fNVIRONMfNT
The Disadvantaged Face Greater Risks
by Paul Mohai and Bunyan Bryant

6

A

mericans have tend ed to assume
that pollution is a probl em faced
equally by everyone in our society. But
awareness and concern about
inequities in the distribution of
environmenta l hazard s have been
steadily increasing. The first eve nt to
focus national attentio n on
environmental inju s tice occurred in
1982 whe n offi cials decid ed to locate a
PCB landfill in predomin a ntl y bl ack
Warren County , North Carolina .
Protests very similar to those of the
civil rights movement of the 1960s
erupted. They led to an inves ti gation
the following year by the Genera l
Accounting Office (GAO) of th e
soc ioeconomic and racial compos iti on
of communities surrounding the four
major hazardous was te landfill s in the
South. The GAO re port fo und that
three of the four w ere loca ted in
communiti es that were pred om inantl y
black.
The Warren County incide nt und the
GAO report led the United Church of
Christ's Commiss ion for Racial Justi ce,
EPA JOURNAL

Housing
project is
cheek by jowl
with oil
refi nery.

a parti cipant in the Warren Co unty
protests, to sponsor a nationwide stud y
in 1987. Th e study used systematic
and stati stically analyzab le data to
determine whet her the dis tribution of
commercial hazardous waste fa cilities
in minority communiti es fi t the patt ern
fo und in the So uth. It fo und that it
did. Specifica lly, it found th at th e
proportion of minorities in
comm uniti es whi ch have a co mmercial
hazardou s waste fa ci lity is abo ut
double that in communities without
such fac ilities. Where two or more
such faci lities are located, the
proportion of minorities is more than
tripl e.
In add iti on, using sophisti cated
stat isti ca l techniques, this study found
that race is th e single best pred ictor of
where commerc ial hazardo us was te
fa cilities are loca ted-even when oth er
socioeconomic characteristi cs, such as
average household incom e and average
value of homes, are taken into account.
Th e report co ncluded tha t it is
"virtually impossible" for this
MARCH/APRIL 1992

disproportionate distribution to occur
by chance, and that und erlying factors
related to race, therefore. in all
likelihood play a role in the location of
commercial hazardous waste facili ties.
At the time the report was released,
Dr. Benjamin F. Chavis, Jr., Executive
Director of the United Church of
Christ's Commission for Racia l Justice,
termed the racial biases in the location
of these facilities "environmental
racism. " Because of its national scope
and its strong find ings, the
Commission's report became a major
turning point in raising public
awareness about the disproportionate
burden of en ironmental hazards on
minorities.
The striking find in gs of the United
Church of Christ stu dy led us to
investigate whether other studies
existed and to determine whether the
evidence from th ese studies, taken
together, demonstrated a consi tent
pattern of environme ntal inequity
based on socioecono mic and racial
factors. We also conducted a study of
our own to examine the distribu tion of
commercial hazardous waste facil ities
in th e Detroit metropolitan area.
Further, to uncover more information
and focus greater attention on this
issue, in January 1990 we convened
the Mi chigan Conference on Race and
the Incidence of Environmenta l
Hazards at the University of
Mi chigan's School of Natural
Resources. (See accompanying article.)
A question often ra ised is whether
the bias in the distributi on of
environmental hazards is sim ply a
functi on of poverty. That is, rather
than race per se, is it not poverty that
(Dr. Mohai is Assistant Professor and Dr.
Brya nt is Associate Professor in the
Sc hool of Natu ra l Resources at th e
Universi ty of Mich iga n in Ann Arbor.
Drs. Mohoi and Bryant were Co-Princiµol
Investigators of the Un iversity of
Michigan 's 1990 Detroit Area Study.
Th ey were olso co-organ izers of the
University of Mich iga n Conference on
Race and the Incidence of
Environmental Hazards held January
1990 in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Both
served on the Nationa l Advisory
Committee of the Fi rst Nat ional Peop le
of Color Environ mento l Leadership
Summ it held October 1991 in
Wash ington, DC.)

affects the distribution of
environmental hazards? And are not
minorities disproportionately impacted
simply because they are
disproportionately poor (although orie
has to ask why minorities are
disproportionately poor in the first
place)?
Classic economic theory would
predict that poverty plays a role.
Because of limited income and wealth,
poor people do not have the means to
buy their way out of polluted
neighborhoods. Also, land values tend
to be lower in poor neighborhoods,
and the neighborhoods attract
polluting in dustries seeking to reduce
the costs of doing business. However,
the mobility of mi norities is
additi onally restricted by housing
discrimination , ampl demonstrated by
researchers to be no insignificant
factor. Then, because noxious sites are
unwanted (the "NIMBY," or
not-in-my-backyard syndrome) and
because industri es tend to take the
path of least resistance, co mmuni ties
with littl e political clout are often
targeted for such facil ities: The
residents tend to be unaware of policy
decisions affecting them; they are not
organized; and they lack the resources
(time, mon ey, contacts, knowledge of
the political system) for taking
political action. Minori ty communities
are at a disadvantage not only in terms
of resources, but also because of
und errepresentation on governing
bodi es. When locati on decisions are
made, this underrepresen tation
transla tes into lim ited access to policy
makers and lack of advocates for
m inority interests.
Taken together, th ese factors suggest
that race has an im pact on the
distribu tion of env ironmental hazards
that is independen t of in come. Thus,
as part of our investigati on, we
attempted to assess the relative
infl uence of income and race on the
distribution of pol luti on . We did so by
examining the res ults of those
empirical studies which analyzed the
distribution of environmental hazards
by both income and race. We also
assessed the relative importance of the
relat ionship of income and race in the
distribution of co mmercia l hazardous
waste facilities in our Detroit area
study.
From our investi gation , we found 15
studies that , like the United Church of
7

Tne ssue
Christ study, provide objective and
systematic informa tion about the social
distribution of environmental hazards.
A number of interesting and important
facts emerged.
First, an inspection of the
publication dates revealed that
information about environmental
inequities has been available for some
time. Rather than being a recent
discovery, documentation of
environmental injustices stretched
back two decades. ln fact, information
about inequities in the distribution of
environmental hazards was first
published in 1971 in the annual report
of the Council on Environmental
Quality. This was only one year after
EPA was created, one year after the
National Environmental Policy Act
was passed, and only one year after
the first Earth Day-an event viewed
by many as a major turning point in
public awareness about environmental
issues. There were nine other such
studies pub! ished in the 1970s.
Clearly, it has taken some time for
public awareness to catch up to the
issues of environmental injustice.
It is worth noti ng that most of the
studies conducted in the past two
decades fo cused on the distribution of
air pollut ion and hazardous waste.
Clearly, systematic studies of the social
distribution of other types of
env ironmental hazards, such as water
pollution, pesticide exposure, asbestos
exposure, and oth er hazards are
needed. Also worth noting is that these
studies vary considerably in terms of
scope. Some focused on single urban
areas, such as Washington , DC, New
York Ci ty, or Houston; others focused
on a collection of urban areas; whi le
s till others were national in scope.
This is important in that ii reveals that
the pattern of findings is not an artifact
of the samples selected: Regardless of
the scope or of the methodologies
employed, the findings point to a
consistent pattern.
In nearly every case, the distribution
of pollution has been found to be
inequ itable by income. And , with only
one exception , it has been found to be
inequitable by race. Where the
distribu ti on of pollution has been
analyzed by both income and race, and
where it is possible to weigh the
relative importance of each , in five out
of eight cases race has been found to
be more strongly related than has
8

remedied. Currently, there are no
public policies in place which require
monitoring equity in th e distribution
of environmental quality. Hence,
policy makers have little knowledge
about the equity consequences of
programs designed to control pollution
in this country.
Are so me groups receiving tewer
environmental and health benefits than
others from existing programs? Have
the risks to some actually increased? If
the social, economic, and political
disadvantages faced by the poor and
minorities are unlikely to be
compensated any time soon, then
proactive government policies will be
needed to address the issue of
environmental inequity. The
distribution of environmental hazards
~ will need to be monitored , existing
~ policies and program s adjusted, and
new programs desi gned to en sure that
all groups share equitably in the efforts
Abandoned industry site abuts on
to control po llution.
re identia/ neighborhood in southeast
A quarter of a century ago, the
Chicago.
Kerner Commission warned, "To
.ontinue present policies is to make
permanent the division of our country
into two societies: one largely Negro
and poor, located in the central cities,
income. Also noteworthy is the fact
the other predominantly whi te and
that all three national studies which
affluent, located in the suburbs and in
looked at both income and race found
outlying areas." When that warn ing
race to be more importantly related to
was ma de, EPA had not yet been
the distribution of environmenta l
hazards than income.
created and the nation's major
environmental laws had n ot ye t been
In our own Detroit area study, we
passed. The terms "environmental
found that minority residents in the
racism" and "environmental justice"
metropolitan area are four times more
likely than white residents to live
were unheard of. Our study and those
within one mile of a commercial
of others indicate that current
hazardous waste facility. We also
environmental policies have
found that race was a better predictor
contributed to the division. To know
of residents' proximity to such
that environmental inequities exist and
facilities than income.
to continue to do nothing abo ut th em
w ill perpetuate separate soc ieties and
Taken together, the findings from
will deprive the poor , blacks, and
these studies indicate clear and
unequivoca l class and racial biases in
other minorities of equitable
environ mental protection. D
the distribution of environmental
hazards. Further, they appear to
support th e argument that race has an
addi tional effect on the d istribution of
environmental hazards that is
independent of class. Ind eed, the racial
Note: This article is adapted from a
biases found in these studies have
longer paper entitled "Envjronmental
tended to be greater than class biases.
Racism: Reviewing the Evidence."
Ulti mately, knowing whether race or
forth coming in B. Bryant a nd P.
class has a more important effect on
Mohai , eds., Race and the Inciden ce of
the distribution of environmental
Environmental Hazards: A Time for
hazard s may be less relevant tha n
Discourse (Boulder , Colorado:
un derstanding how the conditions that
Westview Press, 1992}.
lead to it can be addressed and
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ATURNING POINl

by Bunyan Bryant
and Paul Mohai

The Majority of Presenters Were People of Color
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or the last 15 years or so, the civil
rights movement has faltered as
government and corporate America
have reordered their priorities and as
civil rights leaders have struggled in
vain to bring currency to a movement
that has lost momentum. Both the
death of prominent civil rights leaders
and the benign neglect of policy
makers have blunted the edge of the
movement, even though the conditions
that spawned it are, in many instances,
worse now than they were three
decades ago. Today, we have more
segregated schools, segregated housing
patterns, and homeless people, and the
economic gap between people of color
and whites has increased significantly.
However, a resurgence of that
movement may be taking place as
people of color and oppressed
communities across the nation begin to
redefine their struggle in terms of a
safe and clean environment as a basic
right for all, regardless of race or color.
Each day, people of color are becoming
more aware of the millions of inner
city children who are being exposed to
lead poisoning, caus ing irreversible
mental retardation and impaired
growth. As they eke out a living from
the land , pregnant farm workers
exposed to pesticide sprays are prone
to have offspring deformed at birth.
Prenatal exposure to dangerous
chemicals in the high-tech industries
contributes to numerous birth defects
and premature births.
Uranium-contaminated Navajo land
and water are believed to contribute to
the high incidence of organ cancer in
Navajo teenagers- 17 limes the
national average.
As indicated in the preceding article,
we became involved with issues of
environmental equity after becoming
acutely aware that communities of
color were disproportionately exposed
to environmental hazards, more so
than affluent white communiti es, and
that a struggle was being waged in
minority and low-income communities
across the country. Based upon the
evidence, we decided to organize a
working conference, national in scope,
at the University of Michigan School
of Natural Resources to bring further
attention to this most pressing issue.
Nine of 12 scholar-activists who
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presented papers at the Conference on
Race and the Incidence of
Environmental Hazards were people of
color. Robert Bullard, Professor of
Sociology at the University of
California at Riverside, Beverly Wright,
Associate Professor of Sociology at
Wake Forest University, and Charles
Lee, Director of Special Projects on
Toxic Justice of the Commission of
Racial Justice of the United Church of
Christ, were key in helping us identify
other scholars and activists. We also
invited a number of participant
observers from federal and state
agencies, such as EPA, the Agency for
Toxic Substances and Disease Registry,
the Governor's Office of the State of
Michigan, the Michigan State
Department of Minority Health, the
Michigan Department of Natural
Resources, and others.
This was the first time that a
retrieval/dissemination conference on
race and the incidence of
environmental hazards was held where
the majority of presenters of scholarly
papers were people of color. Although
scholars had worked on various
aspects of this issue, the conference
enabled scholar-activists to come
together to share their research
findings and to take steps to
disseminate information about this
most important issue. The conference
was not only a major step forward in
getting scholar-activists to focus their
attention on this issue as a group, but
it gave national visibility to the debate
on environmental equity, thus
increasing the awareness of
government policy makers and lay
people alike. As a result, we expect
other scholars of color to take this
issue on as a legitimate area of inquiry.
(For more information about the
outcomes of this conference and the
environmental equity movement, see
our forthcoming book, Hace and the
Incidence of Environmental Hazards:
A Time for Discourse.)
Although race and the incidence of
environmental hazards was seldom an
issue for policy makers before the
conference, this is no longer the case;
policy makers at multiple levels of
government are involved in
environmental equity discussions. And
while these discussions may be
provocative, they still will have to
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work their way into policies that
ensure that all Americans can live in
safe, clean, and decent environments.
Environmental equity should be the
highest priority for policy makers if
they are indeed interested in
alleviating much of the
disproportionate amount of pain and
suffering experienced by people in
minority and low-income
communities.
A follow-up strategy of the Michigan
conference was a meeting with key
government officials in Washington ,
DC. A subgroup of conferees sent a
memo requesting a meeting with Louis
W. Sullivan, Secretary, Department of
Health and Human Services; William
K. Reilly, Administrator, EPA; and
Michael R. Deland, Chairman, Council
on Environmental Quality. Copies
went to all governors, various state
legislators, and the Congressional
Black Caucus. Jn this memo, we
proposed to discuss the agencies'
involvement in:
•
Undertaking research towards
understanding the environmental risks
faced by minority and low income
communities
•
Initiating projects to enhance risk
communication targeted to minority
and low-income population groups
•
Requiring, on a demonstration
basis, that racial and socioeconomic
equity consideration be included in
Regulatory Impact Assessments
•
Ensuring that a racial and
socioeconomic dimension is overlaid
on present and future geographic
studies of environmental risk
•
Enhancing the ability of
"historically black colleges and
universities" (HBCUs) and other
minority institutions to participate in
and contribute to the development of
environmental equity
•
Appointing special assistants for
environmental equity at
decision-making levels within agencies
•
Developing a policy statement on
environmental equity.
We met with William Reilly and an
assistant to Michael Deland on
September 13, 1990. Because of
scheduling problems, we were unable
to meet with Louis Sullivan. Of all the

people we met with in Washingtonl
including Congressman John Lewis
(D-Georgia), and staff members of
Congressmen John Conyers
(D-Michigan) and Ron Dellums
(D-California), the representative for
the Council on Environmental Quality
was least familiar with this issue. By
the time we arrived in Washington ,
William Reilly had already sent a
memo to his 12,000 EPA employees
recognizing Black History Month and
stating more specifically the inherent
value of having a multi-cultural
workforce reflective of American
society to help ensure an equitable
environmental policy. He also put
together an internal workgroup to
study and report to him on the issues
raised at the Michigan conference.
And, on April 9, 1990, at the National
Minority Environmental Career
Conference at Howard University, he
stated:
Participants in the January 1990
University of Michigan
Conference on Race and the
Incidence of Environmental
Hazards conducted an intensive
review of environmental risk
from a socioeconomic
perspective. This review pointed
out significantly disproportionate
health impacts on minorities due
to higher rates of exposure to
pollution.
To our knowledge, this was the first
public recognition by EPA that
environmental hazards
disproportionately impact people of
color and the first time the
Administrator had agreed to meet with
any group made up primarily of
people of color to discuss
environmental equity issues. It was
also the first time that an EPA
Administrator put together an internal
workgroup to focus directly on these
issues.
While William Reilly has recognized
the disproportionate impact of
environmental hazards on people of
color, and has directed the Agency to
address this issue, the proof of the
pudding will be not in the discourse or
in the report itself, but in tangible and
productive outcomes. o
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Minority Communities Get Most of the Dumps

Superfund sit e in rural Louisiana.
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(Dr. Bullard is a professor of sociology
at the University of California,
Riverside, and author of Dumping in
Dixie: Race, Class , and Environmental
Quality (Westview Press, 1990 ).
Research for this article was supported
in part by a grant from the Fund fo r
Research on Dispute Resolution.)

D

espite the numerous laws ,
mandates , and directives by the
federal government to eliminate
discrimination in housing, education,
and employment , government has
made few attempts to address
discriminatory environmental
practices. People of color (African
Americans, Latinos, Asians, and Native
Americans) have borne a
disproportionate burden in the siting
of municipal landfills , incinerators ,
and hazardous waste treatment,
storage, and disposal facilities.
Environmental inequities do not
result solely from social class factors.
The ability to escape a
health-threatening phys ical
environment is usually correlated with
income; however, racial barriers
complicate this process for millions of
Americans. African Americans, no
matter what their educational or
occupational achievement or income
level, are exposed to greater
environmental threats in their
neighborhoods because of their race.
An African American family with an
income of $50 ,000 is as segregated as
an African American family on
welfare. Institutional ra cism influences
local land-use policies, industrial
facility siting, and where people of
color live , work , and play.
Waste sites and other noxious
facilities are not randomly scattered
across the landscape. Waste generation
is directly correlated with per cap ita
income, but few garbage dumps and
toxic waste sites are located in affluent
suburbs. Waste facilities are often
located in communities that have high
percentages of poor, el derl y, young,
and minority resid e nts .
The first major empirical study that
linked municipal solid waste siting
with the race of surrounding residents
was conducted in 1979 and c hronicl ed
in Invisible Houston: The Block
Experience in Boom and Bu st. From
the early 1920s to the late 1970s, a ll of
the city-owned muni cipal landfills and
six of the eight garbage incinerators
were located in African American
neighborhoods.
From 1970 to 1978, three of the four
privately owned landfills that were
used to dispose of Houston 's garbage
were located in African American
neighborhoods. Although African
Americans made up only 28 percent of
11
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------Houston's population, 82 percent of
th e solid waste sites [public and
private) were located in African
American neighborhoods.
African American neighborhoods
from South Central Los J\ngeles to
Southeast-side Chicago to Rahway ,
New Jersey, are vu lnerabl e to waste
facility siting. As recen tly as 1991.
Residents Involved in Sav ing the
Environment, or RISE (a biracial
communi ty group), c hallenged the
King and Queen County (Virginia)
board of supervisors for se lecting a
420-acre si te in a mostly African
American community for a regional
landfill. From 1969 lo 1990, all three
of the county-run landfill s had been
located in mostly African American
communi ti es.
Siting inequities are not unique to
facilities where household garbage is
dumped. The findings I recen tl y
published in Dumping in Dixie
revealed th a t African Americans bear a
dispar, te burden in the siting of
hazardous wast1~ landfi lls and
in cin erators in South Louisiana's
"Cancer Alley" and Alabama's
"b lackbel t." The nation's largest
co mmercia l hazardous waste landfi ll,
the "Cadillac of dumps," is loca ted i11
Emelle, Alabama. African Americans
make up 90 percent of Emelle's
population and 75 percent of the
resi dents in Sumter County. The
Emelle landfill receives wastes from
Superfund s ites and from all 48
co ntiguous sta tes.
Few government s tudies have
examined si ting inequities. A notabl e
exception is a 1983 U.S. General
Accounting Office (GAO) study. GAO
found four off-site commercia l
hazardous waste landfills in EPA's
Region 4 (Alabama, f-lorida, Georgia,
Kentucky. Mississippi, orth Carolina,
South Carolina, and Tennessee). Th ree
of the four landfil ls were located in
mostly African American communiti es,
a lth ough African Ameri cans made u p
only one-fifth of the population in the
region.
Siting inequities in EPA's Region 4
have not disappeared. In 1992, African
Americans sti II make up abou t
one-fifth of the population in the
region. However. the region's two
currently operating off-si te commercial
hazardous waste land fi I ls a re located
in zip codes where African Ameri ca ns
are n majority of the population. For
12

those who vmuld dismiss this pattern
as a function of soc ial class, it is
important to note that there has never
been a shortage of poor white
communities in Region 4 (not that
anyone is advocating siting waste
facilities in low-income white areas) .
Siting disparities are not unique to
African American communities. In
California, the mostly Latino East Los
Angeles and Kettleman City have come
under siege from companies trying to
site hazardous waste incinerators.
Kettleman City , a rural farmworker
community of perhaps 1,5 00 residents,
of which 95 percent are Latino, already
has a hazardous waste landfill. With
the aid of the California Rural Legal
Assistance Foundation, local residents
have contested the construction of the
hazardous waste incinerator. (See
article on page 47).
Siting inequities are national in
scope. The Commission for Racia l
Justice 's landmark Toxi c Wastes and
Race study found race to be the single
most important factor (i.e., more
important than income, home
ownership rate, and property value~)
in the location of abandoned toxic
waste sites. The 1987 study also fo und
that:
•
Three out of five African
Americans live in communities with
abandoned toxic waste sites
•
Sixty percent of African Americans
(15 million) live in commun ities with
one or more abandoned toxic waste
sites
•
Three of the five largest
commercial hazardous waste landfills
are located in predominately African
American or Latino communities and
accoun t for 40 percent of the nation's
total estimated landfill capacity in
1986
•
African Americans are h eavily
overrepresented in the population of
cities with the largest number of
abandoned toxic waste sites, which
include Memphis, St. Louis , Houston,
Cleveland, Chicago, and Atlanta.
Communities with hazardous waste
incinerators generally have large
minority populations, low incomes,
and low property va lues. A 1990
Greenpeace report, Playing with Fire,
co nfirm ed what m any environmental
justice activists had su spected all
along:

The m inority portion of th e
•
population in communities wit h
existing incinerators is 89 percent
higher than the n ational average
•
Communities where incinerators
are proposed have minority
populations 60 percent higher than the
national average
Average income in comm uni ties
•
with existing incinerators is 15 percent
less than the nationa l average
Property values in commun ities
•
that h ost incinerators are 38 percent
lower than the national average
In commun ities where incinerators
•
are proposed, average property values
are 35 percent lower than the nat ional
average.
Native American lands have become
prime tdrgets for waste disposal
proposals. More than three dozen
reservations have been targeted for
landfills an d incinerators. Because of
the special quasi-sovereign status of
Indian nations, companies have
attempted to skirt state regulations.
In 1991, the Choctaws in
Philadelph ia, Mississippi , defeated a
plan to locate a 466-acre h azardous
waste landfill in their midst. In the
same year, a Connecticu t compa ny
proposed to build a 6,000-acre
municipal landfill on the Rosebud
reservati on in South Dakota-a project
dubbed "Dances with Garbage." The
Good Road Coalition, an a ll iance of
grass-roots groups, blocked the
proposal to build the giant municipal
landfi ll on Sioux lands.
A new form of e nvironmenta l
activism has emerged in commu ni ties
of color. Activists have begun to
cha llenge discriminatory facility siting,
biased loca l land-use policies, illegal
redlining practices, housing
discriminati n, and other problems
that threaten p ubl ic safety. Peop le of
color have formed groups and begun to
build a na tional movement against
what they defined as environmental
injustice. A national policy is needed
to begin address ing environmenta l
in equities. o
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fARM WORKfR~:

by Ivette Perfecto
and Baldemar Velasquez

AMONG THf lfA~T PROTftTfD

They Suffer the Most
from Pesticides

W

hil e man y peo pl e a re aware of
the dangers of pestic id e resi du es
in fo od and the d etrimental effects of
pesti cides on the en viro nm ent , few
a pprecia te th e seri ous h ealth hazards
th at pesticid es pose to farm wo rk ers
an d th eir fa mili es. Th e fac t is th at fa rm
w or ke rs are d is pro portio na tely affec ted
by the pes ti ci d es th at ch arac terize
agric ultu re in the Un ited Sta tes .
The Uni ted States is the largest
s ingle use r of pes ticides in the worl d .
(Dr. Perfecto is a n Ass is tant Professor

at th e Uni ve rsity of Mi c higan 's Schoo l
of Natural Reso urces. Va lasq uez is
Pres ident of th e Fa rm Labor
Organi zin g Co mm ittee in To l ed o ,
Ohi o. )
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Wo rld Resources Institute es timates that
3 13,000 farm workers in the United States
suffer from pes ticide- related illn esse each
year.

By EPA's ow n estimate, eac h year U.S.
fa rm ers use about 1.2 billion poun ds of
pes ticid es at an ex pen diture of $4 .6
billion. More than 600 ac ti ve
ingredi ents are co mbi ned wi th oth er
ingredi ents to fo rm approx im ately
35 ,000 different commercial
fo rmu lati ons. Ye t, full eva lu at ion of
th eir h azards lags far behi n d th e
d evelop ment of new produ cts. Less
than 10 percent of th e prod ucts in
current use have been full y tested for
potential health effects ; of th e 600
ac tive ingred ie nts in these prod ucts.

Cupyrigh! Juhn W Emmons.

EPA was rece ntl y able to provid e fu ll
sa fety ass urance for o n ly s ix.
Th ose w ho s uffer mos t direct ly from
th e chemica l de pendency of U.S.
agr icultu re are fa rm wo rkers, who are
workiP g in th e fi eld s w hil e some of
th e mos t tox ic su bstances know n to
humans are sprayed. T he World
Resources Institute has estim ate d that
as many as 313,000 fa rm workers in
th e United States may suffe r fr om
pesti cide-rela ted illnesses eac h year.
An other source es ti ma tes th at 80 0 to
1,000 fa rm workers die eac h year as a
direct consequ ence of pes ticide
exposu re.
in ety percent of th e approxima te ly
two million hired far m workers in th e
Un ited States a re peop le of color: The
13

Tne ssue
majority are Chicanos, followed by
Puerto Ricans, Caribbean blacks, and
African Americans. This primarily
minority population has among the
least protected jobs of all workers.
Farm workers are intentionally
excluded from the Occupational Safety
and Health Act (OSHA). which
governs health and safely standards in
the workplace; from the Fair Labor
Standards Act, which governs
minimum wages and child labor; and
most importantly, from the National
Labor Relations Act, which guarantees
the right to join a union and bargain
collectively.
The exclusion of farm workers from
OSHA regulations has particular
relevance to the pesticide issue. Under
OSHA 's principles of environmental
hygiene, when workers are exposed to
a toxic subs tance in the workplace the
priority course of action is to eliminate
the substance from the workplace
altogether or to replace it with a
non-toxic or less toxic substitute. lf
this is impossible , the option next in
priority is to separate the workers from
the toxic substance. The last option
usually involves provisioning workers
with some protective measu res (e.g.,
protective clothing, masks, glasses,
etc.).
Not being covered by OSHA, and
therefore not able to legally petition
the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration, farm workers are
forced to petition EPA , which is the
agency in charge of regulating
pesticides. But such petitioning offers
few formal legal remedies. leaving
farm workers virtually unprotected
against pesticide hazards. Under the
Federal Insecti cide, Rodenticide, and
Fungicide Act, which is intended to
regulate pestic ide use, "re-entry" times
(the interval that must elapse between
the application of a pesticide and
workers' re-en try into the fi elds) have
been set for just 12 pesticides.
Moreover, th ere is no provision to
assure that these regulations specifying
re-entry tim es of e ither 24 or 48 hours
are enforced.
In fact. it is not uncommon to see
farmers sprayi ng while workers are in
the field. A stud y conducted by the
Florida Rural Legal Service in 1980
reported th<1t 48 percent of more than
400 farm workers intervi ewed had
been sprayed at least once while
harvesting. Seventy-five percent of th e
l4

workers surveyed said they had
experienced one or more symptoms of
pesticide poisoning while at work. In
addition, many growers do not provide
workers with protective masks or
gloves and do not inform workers
when and what chemicals are being
used.
Furthermore, evidence indicates that
for some acutely toxic pesticides,
extant protective measures are
ineffective. A case in point is the
deadly pesticide ethyl parathion, a
leading ca use of farm worker
poisoning in the United States and
worldwide. In 1986, EPA found that
parathion caused poisoning among all
categories of workers who came in
contact with il. In addition, EPA
admitted that parathion was associated
with unacceptable risks to farm
workers and that poisonings occurred
even under the most stringent
protective condi tions. In other words ,
little or no margin of safety exists for
parathion use. Nevertheless, it is still
legally used on nine major crops in the
United States.
Parathion is only one of many
acutely toxic pesticides belonging to
the organophosphate family. These
pesticides came into wide use
approximately 20 years ago, when
environmental awareness ca ll ed for
limitations on persistent pesticides
that were contaminating the
environment and damaging wildlife.
Many of the persistent pesticides
belong to the organochloride family
and have been associated with chronic
health effects , including cancer,
reproductive malfunctions, birth
defects , and a broad range of
developmental and behavioral growth
problems. The organophosphates, on
the other hand, degrade much faster
and therefore reduced the risk for
wildlife and for consumers.
However, for farm workers the
switch from organochlorines to
organophosphates meant expos ure to
more acutely to xic pesticides, s ince
many of these rapidly degradable
pesticides (parathion is one of them)
are characterized by acute toxicity,
which can cause dizziness: vomiting;
irritation of the eye, upper respiratory
tract , and skin: and death. There is an
irony here that has not escaped the
at tention of farm workers: The new
wave of environmental consciousness .
which forced welcome changes in

production technologies, may have
actually made things more precarious
for farm workers, substituting acute
symptoms for chronic ones.
In the past, the EPA has operated
under the assumption that these
chemicals are essential for high
productivity in U.S. agriculture. This
notion was recently challenged by a
1989 report of the National Research
Council, which concluded that low
input agriculture was not significantly
less productive than chemicall y
intensive agriculture. As noted in this
report, pesticides are not the only
option for pest control. Integrated Pest
Management, for example, is a strategy
that combines alternative methods of
pest control (including biological and
cultural contro ls) to achieve a
significant reduction in chemical
pesticide applications.
Public awareness of these issues is
burgeoning, and, consequentially,
pressure on agencies like EPA is likely
to intensify. Farm workers, the vast
majority of whom are people of color,
are building their consciousness and
are taking their place alongside
industrial workers in demanding a safe
workplace. Environmentalists, heeding
the call for environmental justice, are
being challenged not to stand by and
allow env ironmental policies that
solve problems for some, yet leave
others at risk-and they are
responding. Consumers, while
insisting on safe produce, are
increasingly unwilling to allow others
to be poisoned in their stead.
All this is occurring in the context of
new revelations that chemical
pesticides have not been all that
successful in the first place and that
a lternatives are already avai lable
which could lead to a new agriculture.
Such an agriculture-call it s ustainable
or ecological or low input or sim ply
rational- is now on th e horizon. The
time seems ripe to reject the
a nachronistic notion that chemical
poisons must be part and parcel of
modern agriculture and redefine the
meaning of "modern" to include th e
health and safety of farm workers,
farmers, cons umers, and the
environment. o
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H~lTH CONCfRNS fOR
flSH-~TING TRIBfS1

certain Northwest tribes, and Michigan
and other Great Lakes based tribes ,
have a long cultural tradition of
fishing-based economies sim ilar to the
tribes discussed above. For these
tribes, we might expect higher than
average fish consumption.
The Michigan Great Lakes tribes of
by
the Bay Mills, Grand Traverse, and
Patrick C.
Sault Ste. Marie bands of Chippewa all
West
have a long and well documented
fishing culture. When they ceded the
lands of Michigan in the Treaty of
Government Assumptions Are Much Too Low
1836, they carefully reserved their
most important resource, the Great
Lakes fishery. (These rights were
recently upheld by the courts.)
With this resource so highly valued
both culturally and economically by
these tribes, we would expect to find
high levels of fish
consum ption-especially on the Bay
Mills
reservation, where high levels of
Ollawa!Chippewa
prevail and subsistence
poverty
Indians, members
small-skiff fishermen are common.
of the Grand
Even for the commercial fishing sector
Traverse Band,
net fish in Lake
of the economy, it has been well
Michigan.
established that much extra fish is
f.\f.,...;~;~~
distributed among crew members for
subsistence consumption (as part of
labor compensation) and as part of
cultural ritual and tradition .
In addition to these historical and
cultural indicators, we have evidence
that off-reservation Native Americans
in Michigan consum e more than
whites
or than other minorities.
Infer-Tribal Fisheries and Assessmcn l Progrnm pholo .
Off-reservation Indians do need state
fishing licenses, and in ou r recent
have disproportionally high fish
There is conce rn that Native
statewide survey of consumption by
I Americans may consume much
consumpti on leve ls.
Michigan sport fishermen, we pi cked
One stud y of a traditionally oriented up a significant subsamp le of
greater amounts of Great Lakes fish
than the genera l population and hence
subsistence tribe in Alaska indi cates
off-reservation Native Americans. The
high levels of fish consumption; and a
be at greater risk for dietary exposure
sample was spread over 18 randomly
to toxic chemi cals.
fine study of the Grassy Narrows band
drawn cohorts , from mid -January to
To date , most studies of fish
of Ojibwa in Ontari o, Canada,
early Jun e 1988; respondents were
consumption have looked at licensed
indicates that they were exposed
asked to recall detailed
sport fishermen; they inadvertentl y
through fish consumption to higher
fish-consumption patterns for the
levels of mercury from a sp ill than was seven-day period prior to filling out
exclude reservation-based Indian
subsistence fishermen, who. by treaty
the surrounding white community.
the survey.
However, there is scan t ev idence on
righ ts, are not required to obtain state
The current State of Michigan
fishing li censes. The few studies that
the fi sh consumption patterns of
standard u sed to regulate point
Native Americans in the lower 48
h ave been completed so far provide
discharge of toxic chem icals into
only ind irect ev idence that Michigan
states, and the applicab ility of these
surface waters (Michigan Rul e 1057)
northern-tribe studies to southern
Great Lakes reservation lnd ians may
assumes a fi sh consumption rate of 6.5
tribes could be q uesti onable.
grams/person/day. The formul a is very
Not all tribes may be as tra dit ionall y complex. However, the important thing
(Dr. West is Associate Professor of
resource based as the Alaska and
to emphasize here is that the greater
Natural Resource/Environmenta l
Ontario tribes studi ed , and certainly
the fish consumption ass umed in the
Sociology and Samuel T. Dana
not a ll are fishery based . The Blackfeet formula , the tighter the standard
Professor of Outdoor Recreation at th e
in Montana, for example, trad iti onall y
becomes-in oth er words, the lower
School of Na tural Resources,
refuse to ea t fish . But others, such as
the levels are set for tox ics permitted
University of Mi chigan.)
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to be discharged by ind ustrial and
muni c ipal drain pipes. If assumed
consumption is too low, toxic
emissions may be permitted that are a
danger to public health.
Jn our study, the average
consumption for the full samp le was
18.3 grams/person/day, quite a bit
higher than the 6.5 gram assumption
currently used in Rule 1057. Further ,
when the samp le was broken down by
ethnic groups, non-reserva tion Native
Americans consumed 24.3
grams/person/day compared to 20 .3
grams/person/day for other minorities,
and 17.9 grams/person/day for whites.
In an ana lysis involving multipl e
variables, we found that m iddle-age
alive Americans had th e highest rates
of consumption of all Native
Americans, or 30.6 grams/ person/day.
We would expect on-reservation
s ubsi stence fish consumption to be
even high er than these levels,
especia lly on poorer reservations, such
as Bay Mill s, where poverty dictates
subsistence fi s hing as a protein source
that is also sa n ct ioned by trad itional
culture. For all Great La kes tribes with
high fish consump tion levels. there is
strong reason for con cern for the
public health of th e reservation. By
way of illustration, s tudies have found
a high correlation between high levels
of co nsumption of Great Lakes fish and
hi gh levels of PCBs in the blood of the
consumers.
In sum. a great deal of concern is
warranted for the healt h of Mich igan
Crent Lakes Indians based on stud ies
done elsewhere: ba sed on our sport
fish consu Ill pl ion study that includes
off-reservation Indian s in Mich iga n:
and based on studies lying high Great
Lakes fish consumption w ith h igh
toxic !mids in the human body.
I loweve r. direct studies of
on -reservation fi s h cons u mption are
badl y needed for Great Lakes tribes as
well as for those in the Pac ifi c
orthwesl a nd e lsewhe re. f\ ma jor
s tud y is about to get underw<1y in the
Pac ific No rthwest, and Michigan tribes
have approached EPt\ about the need
for s tudies on their reservations. These
w ill be key studi es not only for
assessing the pot ential impact of fish
co nsumption on the hea lth of Creal
Lakes tribes but also in terms of
protect i11g thei r Creal Lakes fis h ing
ri ghts. l.J
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Minorities Are
Disproportionately
Exposed

A

t Argonne ational Laboratory,
scientists have been studying the
relative potential for exposure of
minority population groups to
s u bstandard outdoor air qualit y. The
studies have focused on areas
identified by EPA as failing to attain
na t ional ambient air quality standards.
Under the Clean Air Act, EPA has
established standards for ground-level
ozone, carbon monoxide, sulfur
dioxide, nitrogen dioxide. lead , and
particu late matter and annually
identifies areas having excess levels of
these pollutants. These so-called
"nonattainment" areas generally
cons ist of count ies of many square
mi les, and residents' exposure to ai r
po llution surely varies depending on
where ind ividuals live and work
within an area. Nevertheless , the racial
a nd socioeconomic makeup of the
population in these areas can imply
differences in potential exposure to
po llutants and may suggest di rect ions
for research and remedial action. So
(Wernette is a soc iologist ond Nieves is
a n econ omist in the En vironm ental
Assess me nt and Information Systems
Division at Argonne National
Laboratory. Th e research described in
this article ha s been supported under
con tract with the U.S. Departme nt of
Energy, Office of Minority Economic

Impact.)
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far, scientists have examined these
differences fo r African Americans,
Hispanics, and whites (non-Hispanic).
In the United States, excluding
Alaska and Hawaii , higher percentages
of both African Americans and
Hispanics live in areas with red uced
air quality than do whites. For
instance, 52 percent of all whites live
in counties with high ozone
concentrations; for African Americans,
the fig ure is 62 percent, and for
Hispanics, 71 percent. Population
group distributions were found to be
similar for the other polluta nts c ited
above.
These differences in potentia l
exposure to pollutants may be due in
part to minority popu lation
distributions across regions. Hispan ics,
for example. are mo re concentrated in
the West, where there is a greater
tenden cy than elsewhere fo r the
population as a whole to be exposed to
high levels of ozone. However, the
different regional concentrations of
population groups do not accou nt for
all of the differences in their potential
exposure to reduced air quality. Not
only are percentages of minorit ies
living in substandard air qu ality areas
higher for the country as a who le, but
they are higher when the four U.S.
census regio ns are consid ered
separately.
For example , 50 percent of w hites in
the Northeast census region live in
areas w ith excessive carbon mo noxide.
In contrast, 85 percent of northeastern
Afri can Americans and 88 percen t of
northeastern Hispanics reside in those
areas .
In 1990, 43 7 of th e 3,109 coun ties
and independent cities in the United
States failed to meet at least one of the
EPA ambient air quality standards. Of
these counties, 1 36 h ad excessive
levels of two or more pollutants, 29
exceeded standards for three or more
pollutants, seven exceeded standards
for four or more pollutants, and one
exceeded standards for five po llu tants.
To what exten t do the proportions of
whites , African Ameri cans, and
Hispan ics livi ng in these co un ties
differ 7 As the bar chart shows , 57
percent of all whites , 65 percen t of
African Americans, and 80 percent of
Hispanics live in the 437 count ies wi th
substandard ai r quality. Out of the
whole popula ti on, a tot al of 33 percent
of whites. 50 percent of African
EPA JOURNAL

Substandard Air Quality Areas

D Ozone

Qcarbon Monoxide

• Particulates

o Sulfur Dioxide • Lead ONitrogen Dioxide

Americans, and 60 percent of
Hispanics live in the 136 counti es in
which two or more air pollutants
exceed standards. The percentages
living in th e 29 co unti es designated as
nonattainment areas for three or more
pollutants are 12 percent of whites, 20
percent of African Americans, and 31
percent of Hispanics. Finally, 5
percent of whites, 10 percent of
African Americans, and 15 percent of
Hispani cs Jive in the seven counties
that exceed standards for four or more

pollutants. In short, th e percentage of
minority populations in these areas is
consistently greater than the
percentage of whites as the number of
air pollutant criteria that are exceeded
increases from one to four or more.
The rightmost bar of the chart shows
the percentages of the population with
incomes below the poverty level in
relation to the number of pollutants
that exceed standards. Regardless of
the number of pollutants that exceed
standards, lower percentages of poor
people (from all population groups) are
potentially exposed to substandard air
quality than percentages of either
African Americans or Hispanics. This
is the case for one or more poll utan ts
as well as for four or more pollutants.
This is noteworthy because both
African Americans and Hispanics have
above-average percentages of their
populations with incomes below the
poverty line. One might expect such
income differences to cause the
differences in percentages of the
population living in substandard air
quality areas shown here--and.
indeed. low income may co ntribut e to
the patterns observed. However. a
comparison between poor , African
American, and Hispanic percentages
shows that these minority groups are
more concentrated in such counties
than th e poor population in genera l.
This suggests that more than low
income is a factor in the above-average
percentages of African Americans and
Hispanics in areas with reduced air
quality.
Air pollutants that ca use

Percentage of Population Groups Living
Where Air Quality Standards are Exceeded
100%

Number of Air Quality Standards Exceeded

3
80

04or more

60

40

20
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African
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Hispanic

Poor

substandard air quality come from
many and varied sources including
traffic, industry, and even that cozy
fire in the fireplace . Industrial and
electricity-generating facilities are
major sources of some of the
contaminants of concern. For that
reason, the relationship between
minority population percentages and
concentrations of such facilities is also
of interest.
Air-polluting facilities are not evenly
distributed over the four regions of the
country or between urban and rural
counties. Almost half of the nearly
3,000 major air-polluting facilities
nationwide are in the South, followed
in order by the North Central, West ,
and Northeast regions. Likewise. 63
percent of the facilities are in urban
(Metropolitan Statistical Area)
counties. Of all U.S. counties
considered urban, only 12 percent
have high percentages of minorities
(greater than 31 percent), but these
high-minority counties contain 21
percent of all urban facilities. Thus ,
the air-polluting facilities are
disproportionately concentra ted in
counties with high percentages of
minorities. Specifically, among urban
counties, those with high minority
population concentrations have more
than twice as many air-polluting
facilities as those with below-average
[less than 14 percent) minority
populations.
We find that air quality trends and
the distribution of air-polluting
facilities analyses tell the same story :
Minorities live in greater
concentrations both in areas with
above-average numbers of air-polluting
facilities and in air-quality problem
areas. Why thi s is the case is the focus
of our continuing research.
Whatever the reason(s). these
patterns have important implications
beca use of the different distribution of
the costs and benefits of these
facilities. The gasoline. e lectric it y.
chemi cals, and other goods from these
facilities may benefit individuals
around the world, but the
pollution-related health and economic
costs of the facilities are more likely to
be borne by the people in the ad jacent
areas, who are identified by this
research as disproportionately African
Americans and Hispanics. o
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fNVIRONMfNTAl fOUITY:
fPA'~ PO~ITION

by William K. Reil ly

Protection Should be Applied Fairly

I

have a certain idea about
envi ronmental protection: It is abou t
all of us: it be nefits a/I of us. In fac t. it
improves our health , defends our
natural systems, and invol ves us in the
humanly defining enterprise of
s tewards hip. That's why ta lk of
en vironme ntal racism at EPA and
ch arges that th e Agency's e ffo rts pay
less regard to the environmen ts of poor
18

people infuriate me. I am determined
to get to the bottom of th ese charges, to
refute or r espond to them .
At its core, e nvironm ental equ ity
means fairness. It speaks to the
impartia lity that should guid e the
application of laws designed to protect
th e health of huma n beings and th e
producti vi ty of ecological systems on
which all human activ ity, econo mi c

/ackson . M ississippi . Clarion-Ledger.

activity included, depends. It is
emerging as an issue because studies
are showing that certa in grou ps of
Americans ma y disproport iona tely
s u ffer the burdens of poll ution . And it
is emerging because across Am erica
peopl e of color are forging a
constituency to put this issue squarely
on the national agenda.
The debate surrounding eq uit y is
deeply rooted in Ameri can history, fo r
our tradition s uggests, as Alexand er
Hamilton stated, "that every indi vidual
of the community at large has an equa l
right to the protection of government."
Despite notable gaps between id ea l
a n d practice, this principle continues
to undergird our notions of proper
governance.
A conference in Michigan and a
report by the United Church of Christ
raised m y concern about the equity
issue. They indicated th at certain
(Reilly is Administrator of EPA.)
EPA JOURNAL

Mississippi Choctaws protest proposed
toxic waste dump.

waste facilities tended to be sited
disproportionately in poor and
minority communities. I formed an
Environmental Equity Workgroup,
comprised of 40 professionals from
across the Agency who were tasked
with assessing the evidence that racial
minorities and low-income
communities are exposed to higher
environmental risks than the
population at large. I also wanted to
know: What could EPA do to address
any disparities that were identified?
It was already clear that EPA had
entered a pivotal period in our history,
a time..of transformation, formidable
challenges, fresh directions. The
concept of risk-its assessment and
management-is a pervasive theme.
This follows more than two decades of
doggedly pursuing an improved
environment. The United States has
spent approximately $1.5 trillion to
attack contamination of the air, water,
land; and food supply, registering, in
many cases, substantial progress and
more than a few triumphs. No other
country comes close to this record.
In one of my first actions as
Administrator, I asked EPA's Science
Advisory Board (SAB) to suggest ways
to improve the process of identifying,
assessing) ~nd comparing multiple
risks. The SAB report, published in
1990 and entitled Reducing Risk:
Setting Priorities and Strategies for
Environmental Protection, urges EPA
to target the most promising
opportunities for reducing the most
serious risks to human health and the
environment. The health risks
emphasized in the report include
ambient air pollution; exposure to
dangerous chemicals, especially
workplace exposure; indoor air
pollution; and contamination of
drinking water, particularly by lead.
Risk is central to equity, and the
Environmental Equity Workgroup
started with some basic questions:
How is environmental risk distributed
across population groups?' How have
EPA programs addressed differential
MARCH/APRIL 1992

risks in the past? How can we do so in
the future?
Of course, these questions are not
new. Over 20 years ago, a group of
African Americans inhabiting South
Carolina's Gullah Islands sent an early
warning signal through the
environmental movement. Although
living at subsistence levels on fish and
garden produce and still speaking a
Creole dialect deeply enriched by
African words, the Gullah community
showed great skill in mobilizing public
opinion and using the legal system to
defeat a German chemical company's
efforts to build a major processing
plant that would have disturbed the
delicate ecology of the wetlands and
shallow seas around their islands.
In 1982, a demonstration against the
siting of a polychlorinated biphenyl
(PCB) landfill in predominantly black
Warren County, North Carolina,
became a watershed in the movement
to link environmental issues with
social justice. In response to the
protests, Representative Walter
Fauntroy (DC) requested the General
Accounting Office (GAO) to investigate
the race and income dimensions of
locating dangerous and dirty facilities.
Answer: Blacks were
disproportionately represented in three
of the four sites that were surveyed.
By January 1990, the debate over
environmental equity had progressed
sufficiently for the University of
Michigan's School of Natural
Resources to hold a conference on the
relationship between race and the
incidence of environmental hazards. In
its aftermath, a group of social
scientists and civil rights leaders
informally joined together as the
Michigan Coalition. It was the
arguments of this group that prompted
me to create the Environmental Equity
Workgroup.
At EPA, our approach to
environmental equity is drawing on
three interwoven strands: the Agency's
strengthened relationship with
minority academic institutions;
ambitious goals we have for hiring
many more racial minorities in policy
and decision-making positions at the
Agency; and plans to address the
distribution and management of
environmental risk. Prior to the
workgroup's appointment, EPA had
developed specific programs to

increase employment opportunities
and reach out to minority academic
institutions. The workgroup,
consequently, focused on the
distribution of risks.
In my charge to this workgroup, I
emphasized EPA's basic goal of
making certain that the consequences
of environmental pollution should not
be borne unequally by any segment of
the population. EPA has a
responsibility to identify such risks
and target our scarce resources to
address them.
The workgroup's draft report has
now been published. It found that data
on the incidence of health effects
among different race and income
groupings are poor-with one notable
exception, lead poisoning. A much
higher percentage of African American
children have unacceptably high levels
of lead in their blood. Moreover, our
analyses suggested, some low-income
and minority communities may
experience greater exposure to other
pollutants.
Using what data are available, then,
the task force on environmental equity
has turned up only one instance of
environmental contamination that
correlates with race: high blood lead in
African American children.
Income levels are a somewhat
clearer case, although again data from
systematic studies are lacking.
Property values and rentals are
generally higher in less polluted areas.
Supply and demand EPA cannot
reverse. But we can improve the
overall quality of air in cities.
What about poor rural areas? A
March 1990 study by Clean Sites, Inc.,
a private nonprofit group, identified
470 rural poor counties in the United
States. Although 15 percent of all
counties in the United States are rural
and poor, these counties contain only
4 percent of the total sites
contaminated by hazardous waste, 2
percent of the active hazardous waste
storage and treatment facilities, and 2
percent of the nation's Superfund sites.
The study concluded that when
Superfund sites are identified in rural
poor counties, they receive about the
same level of federal attention as
Superfund sites nationally.
EPA's workgroup on environmental
equity made several recommendations
to elevate and improve the Agency's
19
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response to en vironmental equ ity
issues (see box). Informed decisions
about env ironmental equity require a
better database, one that s hould
provide an objective basis for
assessment of ri sks by income and
race. The Agency should also move to
integrate consid erations of equity in
ris k assessment. EPA s ho uld employ
creative measures to address equity
issues and target high-risk popul ations.
Mechani sms sh ould be establi shed to
ensure that equity is incorporated into
long-term pla nning. Fina ll y, the
Agen cy must significantly improve its
ability to communi cate with racial
minority and low -income
communities.
EPA alone cannot correct whatever
imbal ance has developed in the
application of environmental
protecti on. By way of exampl e, while
the Agency sets technology standards
for w hat comes out the stacks , or what
type of liner must be used to protect
ground w ater, the siting of landfills
and incinerators is largely the function
of private firm s , state regulators, and
local zo ning boards. Addressing equity
iss ues will need the concerted efforts
of state and local governments and of
the pri vate sector, as well.
EPA is not wasting any time,
however, waiting on the efforts of
others or even on the results of the
changes w e, ourselves, are making. We
have active programs underway to
increase the hiring of minorities and to
invo lve minority academi c institutions
in environmental research. And over
the past two years , each of EPA 's 10
regional offices has launched one or
more special projects to investigate
probl ems of environmental inequity
and to take s te ps to remedy them.
From bringing enforcement actions to
improve drinking water in migrant
farm worker camps in California to
ass uring equitable enforcement across
communities regardless of income
level to targeting lead for aggressive
reduction efforts , many EPA offices
were well engaged in equity issues
even before the task force convened .
(See the articl e on pages 54-57.)
In the final analysis. lasting progress
will depend on having the right people
in the right pl a e. In the case of
environmental equity . this means
having more representatives from
20

minorities making d ecis ions an d
m anaging programs. At EPA, we are
committed to hiring and promoti ng
minorities and to enco uraging young
people to pursue edu cation and choose
careers in en viron mental disc iplines.
As a start, I note that over the past
three years, a time in w hich President
Bush has proposed and Congress has
provided funding to add 23 percent to
EPA's personnel, new mmority hirings
accounted for almost 25 percent of the
total. Nevertheless, only 10 percent of
our m anagerial staff is drawn from
minority groups , and in the executive

Hazardous ca rgo
sign direct trucks
through poor
community in
Texa City, Texas .

Copyright Som Kitt ner.

Findings and
Recommendations of
EPA's Environmental
Equity Workgroup

Summary of Findings

• There is a general lack of data on
environmental health effects by race
and income. Although there are clear
differences between racial groups in
terms of disease and death rates , there
is an absence of data to document the
Convened by Administrator Reilly.
environmental
contribution to these
EPA's Environmental Equity
differences.
For
diseases known to
Workgroup was asked to assess th e
have environmental causes, data are
evidence that racial minority and
low-income communities bear a higher not typically disaggregated by race and
socioeconomic group. The notable
environmental risk burden than the
exception is lead poisoning. (See story
general population and to consider
on page 42.)
what EPA might do about any
identified disparities.
• While there are large gaps in data on
The workgroup prepared a report to actual health effects, it is possible to
the Administrator which was
document differences in observed and
submitted to him in February 1992 and potential exposure to some
made public. The report reviewed
environmental pollutants by
existing data on the distribution of
socioeconomic factors and race.
environmental exposures and risks
Exposure is not the same as health
across population groups. It also
effects, but this finding is nevertheless
examined EPA programs with respect
a clear cause for concern.
to racial minority and low-income
• Environmental and health data are
populations.
not routinely collected and analyzed
It should be stressed that the
by
income and race. Nor are data
findings and recommendations in the
routinely collected on health risks
workgroup report- summarized
posed by multiple industrial fac ilities,
below- constitute only a first step in
cumulative and synergisti c effects, or
the Agency 's response to
multiple and different pathways of
environmental equity concerns. They
exposure. Risk assessment and risk
are intended to contribute to the
management procedures are not in
national dialogue on environmental
themselves biased against certain
equity and to suggest further steps for
income
or racial groups; however,
EPA. There is much that we still need
improvements
can be made in data
to learn, through both internal study
collection procedures.
and publ ic debate.
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ranks minorities are just 4 percent. We
have a long way to go.
To achieve better results in the
future , our Minority Academic
Institutions Task Force, comprised of
senior managers and presidents of
Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs) and Hispanic
Associated Colleges and Universities
(HACUs), has developed an action
plan to strengthen EPA 's relationships
with their institutions. (See separate
article on page 58.) In line with the
task force 's recommendations, EPA 's
undergraduate scholarship program

• Great opportunities exist for EPA
and other government agencies to
improve communication about
environmental problems with members
of low-income and racial minority
groups. The language, format and
distribution of written materials, media
relations , and efforts in two-way
communication all can be improved.
In addition, EPA can broaden the
spectrum of groups with which it
interacts.
• EPA's program and regional offices
vary considerably in terms of how they
address environmental equity issues.
Case studies of EPA program and
regional offices reveal that
opportunities exist for addressing
environmental equity issues and that
there is a need for environmental
equity awareness training. A number
of EPA regional offices have initiated
projects to address high risks in
minority and low-income communities.
• Native Americans are a unique
racial group with a special relationship
with the federal government and
distinct environmental problems.
Indian tribes often lack the physical
infrastructure, institutions, trained
personnel, and resources necessary to
protect their members.
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Summary of Recommendations
Despite data gaps, the workgroup
believes that enough is known with
sufficient certainty to make several
recommendations to the Agency. These
recommendations are also applicable
to other public and private groups
engaged in environmental protection
activities. The job of achieving
environmental equity is shared by
everyone.
Our working principle in developing
the following recommendations was
succinctly stated in a memorandum
from the Administrator: "The
consequences of environmental
pollution should not be borne
disproportionately by any segment of
the population."
• EPA should increase the priority
that it gives to issues of environmental
equity.
• EPA should establish and maintain
information which provides an
objective basis for assessing risks by
income and race, commencing with
developing a research and data
collection plan.
• The Agency should incorporate
considerations of environmental equity
into the risk assessment process. It
should revise its risk assessment
procedures to ensure, where practical
and relevant, better characterization of
risk across populations, communities,
or geographic areas. In some cases it
may be important to know whether
there are any population groups at
disproportionately high risk.

• EPA should identify and target
opportunities to reduce high
concentrations of risk to different
population groups, employing
approaches developed for geographic
targeting.
• Where appropriate , EPA should
selectively assess and consider the
distribution of projected risk reduction
in major rule makings and Agency
initiatives.
• EPA should selectively review and
revise its permit, grant, monitoring,
and enforcement procedures to address
high concentrations of risk in racial
minority and low-income
communities. Since state and local
governments have primary authority
for many environmental programs,
EPA should emphasize its concerns
about environmental equity to them.
• The Agency should expand and
improve its communications with
racial minority and low-income
communities and should increase
efforts to involve them in
environmental policy making.
• EPA should establish mechanisms to
ensure that environmental equity
concerns are incorporated in its
long-term planning and operations.
- Robert M. Wolcott and
Reina Milligan
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has been expanded, and a new
graduate fellowship program has been
added for students from HBCUs and
HACUs pursuing advanced degrees in
environmental fields. The first of these
multi-year, $20,000-a-year fellowships
is being awarded in the spring of 1992.
In the current fiscal year, EPA has
allocated $1.4 million-$1 million
more than was available last year- to
provide 40 new minority graduate
fellowship s each year, starting with the
school year that begins next
September, and to encourage
employment at EPA after graduation.
Another effort that warrants
attention is our new Environmental
Science and Management Fellows
Program. In 1990, EPA awarded
ational Urban Fellows a planning
grant to establish a mid-career program
for a Masters of Environmental Science
Management degree that includes a
year at Tufts University in
Massachusetts and a 12-month
mentorship at either EPA or another
environmental organization. In
addition to full y paid tuition, students
receive stipends during the two years
of the program. EPA wi ll spend
approximately $80,000 for each fellow.
Already enrolled are the first eight
students at Tufts; this year, another 10
start the program, with 15 more joining
the team next year. In another
program, an Environmental Science
Scholarship of $120,000 was granted to
the American Indian Science and
Engineering Society for awarding
competitive scholarships to Native
Americans interested in following
studies in the environmental sciences.
The interest is strong: Over 450
students attended the first conference
on career opportunities for minority
students that EPA co-sponsored at
Howard University in 1990. Last year,
a second conference in Oakland,
California, attracted 300 participants;
thi s year, another was he ld in March
in Atlanta, Georgia.
Meanwhile, we are trying to improve
the opportunities for those already in
the workforce. Since 1986, EPA has
awarded almost $3 million in grants to
the ational Association of Minority
Contractors to train firms run by
minorities and women in the fields of
hazardous waste removal and
management. asbestos abatement,
22

removal of leaky underground tanks,
and radon mitigation and remediation.
This year, the Agency will start a new
training program in the removal of
lead-based paints. And, acting through
its small and disadvantaged business
office over the past two years, EPA has
awarded more than $915 million in
contracts, grants, and cooperative
agreements to companies owned by
minorities. This program provides jobs
in minority-owned firms to help clean
up the environment, and it constitutes
a singularly effective, practical, and
tangible way to broaden the
constituency for environmental
improvement.
It is also undeniable that minorities
usually benefit from-are, indeed,
sometimes the chief beneficiaries
of-more general efforts to protect the
environment. New pesticide
regulations , for example, will soon be
in effect to protect farm workers and
others exposed to these compounds
from unsafe uses and storage practices.
In 1991, we issued a final rule
reducing the amount of lead in
drinking water, with the highest risks
being targeted for treatment first. We
expect that neurological threats to over
20 million children will be reduced
and that about 100,000 additional
children will avoid detrimental effects.
This year, EPA will propose banning
lead solder and limiting lead in
plumbing fixtures. We also expect to
propose tightening the national
ambient air quality standard for lead in
the atmosphere.
The border zone between the United
States and Mexico is an environmental
hot spot, and the inevitable result is a
rather severe set of environmental
threats to the Hispanic populations
there. Dysentery and hepatitis levels
are high. In fact, these areas may be
among the highest risk environments
in the country. According to a new
bilateral plan for the area, EPA and its
Mexican counterpart are jointly
expanding efforts to ensure adequate
wastewater treatment and drinking
water facilities where none now exist
in poor border settlements, commonly
called "colonias." Mexico is committed
to providing $460 mil lion over the
next three years to environmental
improvements in the region. In the
next fiscal year, EPA, in addition to its

substantial sewer and water projects
(see article on page 61 ), will invest
over $200 million implementing the
border plan.
The whole country, meanwhile,
stands to reap enormous health
benefits fro m the historic Clean Air
Act of 1990, which promises cleaner,
clearer skies for all Americans-and
especially for those who live in our
largest and smoggiest cities. According
to the South Coast Air Quality
Management District in Los Angeles,
California, children in the smoggiest
areas suffer a 10- to 15-percent
reduction in lung function compared
with those in less polluted areas. Some
15 million African Americans (50
percent of the total) will be winners
because of EPA's efforts to bring the
most severely affected areas into
compliance. Over 8.5 million
Hispanics (60 percent of the total) will
similarly gain from a vigorously
implemented Clean Air Act.
Failures to achieve perfect equity .in
environmental matters are woven,
along with other threads of triumph
and defeat, into the full tapestry of
American history. They are, in fact
symptomatic of larger patterns of
industrial growth and neglect and of
sad legacies of inherited poverty and
discrimination. It will take time and
hard work to mend the fabric.
Restrained by resources , jurisdiction,
and knowledge, a government agency
is necessarily limited in its capacity to
affect larger cultural and social trends .
Yet, within its domain, an agency of
the United States
government-situated as it is in long
traditions of governance that compel
close attention to questions of
equity-must make every possible
effort to redress obvious wrongs. At
EPA , although we have just begun, we
are we ll begun. o
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by Dorceta Taylor

No Shortage of Minority Volunteers
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or decades, many researchers and
environmenta lists argued that
minorities were not involved in the
environmental movement because they
placed a low priority on environmental
issues or they were not as
knowledgeable as whites about the
environment. However, minorities
have c hanged that debate.
Since the late 1980s, large numbers
of minorities have become involved
with the environmental movement.

(Dr. Taylor, Ph.D graduate of th e Yale
S chool of Forestry and Environmental
Studies and th e Yale Department of
Sociology, has written often on th e
en vironm ental justice movement.)
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Crass-roots activists in Louisiana take to
the streets to protest pollution in their
neighborhood.
They are parti cipating in a sector of
the movement called env ironmenta l
justice. Wh y are minorities
participating so activel y now? Why do
th ey participate in the env ironmental
justice sector and not in the traditional
or well-established sectors of th e
movement? What have been the effects
of minority activism? Are minorities
likely to parti cipate in large numbers
in the traditional and well-established
sectors of th e movement7
Several factors account for the surge
in minority environmenta l ac tivism .
Here are some of the most important
ones:

• The discovery of toxics in many
minori ty comm unities
• The publication of research lin king
race , class , and disproportionate
exposures to toxins
• The revelation that minority
commun ities were targeted for the
siting of hazardous en vironmental
fa cil iti es
• The revelation that minoriti es w ere
more likely to suffer from
life-threatening environmental heal th
problems than whites
A response to NlMBYism , which
sa id " not in my backyard" w ithout
asking whose backyard the problem
ended up in

•

•

The organization of conferen ces and
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workshops on the issue of
environmental and social justice
• A redefinition of what issues were
considered " environmen tal"

seeks to promote fairness in future
environmental actions.
In contrast to the traditional and
well-established environmental groups,
environmental justice groups rely

• The linkage of civil rights issues
with environmental issues
• The emergence of committed
activists and leaders.
As many communities woke up to
the reality that they were contaminated
or had hazardous facil ities in them,
some organized to prevent further
exposures and si tings. About the sa me
time, research revealed that black,
Hispanic, Native American, and As ian
communities not only were more
likely lo have hazardo us facili ties, but
that the facilities were deliberately
si led in these comm u n ities because
they were seen as "paths of least
resistance." As minorities began
paying increased attenti on to health
risks and disproportionate exposure,
environmental activism intensified.
This in creased activism manifested
itself in the ca ll for environmental and
socia l justice for people of color and
the poor. It linked civ il rights with
en vironmen tal rights and re-introduced
civil rights campa ign strategies into
environmentnl cam paigns . So,
although many researchers have
argued that minorities are too busy
s truggling to meet basic needs to be
con cerned with en vironm en tal issues,
minorities have redefined
environmental issues as survival issues
and have been organizing aro und them
at unprecedented rates.
The environm ental justice movement
is a sector in which blacks, whites,
Native Americans, Hispanics, and
As ians from various socia l c lasses an d
eth nic groups unite to fight a wide
array of issues that affect humans,
flora, fauna, and the physical
environment loca ll y, nationally, and
internationally. It is a movement
which recognizes that injusti ces have
occurred in the past that stem from
racism and discrimination. Such
practi ces have put communiti es of
co lor at risk. The movemen t seeks
remedies for these past inju stices and
24

People of color feel
comfortable participating in
the environmental justice
movement because it is a
movement founded on the
principles of fairness and
justice.

heavily on volunteer support to carry
out dai ly operations. They have few, if
any, paid staff. They are kept going by
the strong moral and political
commitments of their members and by
th e personal zeal that volu nteers bring
to the cause. They tend to be informal
and to have a limited hierarchical
structure. These groups, which are
often small in size, rely heavi ly on
membership donations and on
contributions of time and other
nonmonetary resources like phone
lines, space to store materials, food,
housing for visiting organizers, and
supplies. They run highly symbol ic
campaigns in which members and
supporters participate in
demonstrations, picketing, petition
drives, boycotts, and nonviolent
obstructions. Recruiting is not done
from national mailing lis ts; people, on
the spur of the moment, recruit
friends, families, or coworkers to
participate.
People of color feel comfortable
participating in the environmen tal
jus tice m ovement because it is a
movemen t founded on the principles
of fairness and just ice. It is a
movement committed to building race
and class coal itions. It is driven by
grass-roots activism, and th ere is a
strong articulation of civil rights a nd
social justice. T he movement provides
the political space to art icu late and
work on issues relevant lo minority
communities in ways that en courage

and respect minority participation. In
the environmental justice movement.
minorities can take a leadership role or
they can be equals with whites
interested in the same issues.
Minority participation has had a
profound effect on the whole
environmental movement. It has
provided the environmental justice
sector with the best and brightest
minority env ironmental activis ts,
leaders, scholars, and policy makers. It
has provided the race , class, and
ethnic diversity so sadly lacking in
other sectors of the movement, and it
has provided a platform from which to
articulate the goals and concerns of a
broad-based grass-roots movement.
In the larger environmental
movement, m inority participation h as
broadened the debate to include many
issues which were being ignored.
Minority participation has a lso forced
a dialogue about race, class,
discrimination, and eq uity. Because of
minority participation, the plight of
minority commun ities h as been
brought to the forefront. Minorities
ha ve also brought a new perspective to
the movement and will be a part of
any future environmental agenda that
is being charted. By parti cipating,
minorities have also been able to show
how distanced most traditional and
well-established env ironm enta l
organ izations have become from the
grass roots and the environmen tal
concerns they h ave.
I predi ct that large numbers of
minorities will continue to join the
environmental justice sector because
those who already belong are
committed to mobilizing more
minorities around environmental
issues. I also predict that very fe w
minorities will join the other sectors of
the environ m ental movemen t. Unless
the traditional and well-established
sectors make ra di ca l changes to their
agenda, their attitudes towards
minorities, their coverage and sup port
of issues affecting minority
communities, their hiring policies,
their analysis of how and whi ch
communities are impacted by
en vironmental hazards , then few
EPA JOURNAL

minorities will find these organizations
attractive enough to join.
A few predominantly white
environmental organizations, like
Greenpeace and the Center for
Environmental Intern Programs [CEIP
Fund, Inc.), have taken up the
challenge from minority environmental
activists and have collaborated on
many projects with minority groups or
have worked on the issue of job
preparation and placement. For the
most part, however, most
environmental organizations not a part
of the environmental justice sector are
devoid of minority members, staff, or
board members. They complain that
they can't find "qualified" minorities
to fill positions in their organizations.
However, such claims have to be
questioned because there seems to be
no shortage of such minorities in the
environmental justice sector.
Although there has been some
unease between minorities and the
traditional and well-established sectors
of the movement, there are signs that
both groups might be able to work
together in the future. Many
nonminority environmental groups
sent observers to the First National
People of Color Leadership Summit
last October, and the number of
collaborative projects is growing. Both
minority and nonminority
environmental groups have strengths
that each can benefit from, but if these
two different groups are to develop a
meaningful relationship, many radical
changes are required. o

THf MAINSTRfAM
fNVIRONMfNTAl
MOVfMfNT

by John H. Adams

Predominately White Memberships Are Not Defensible

T

he statistics are plentiful and they
are frightening. Three out of four
toxic waste dumps are sited in
predominantly African American or
Latino communities. Two million tons
of radioactive uranium tailings have
been dumped on Native American
lands. Three hundred thousand Latino
farm laborers suffer from
pesticide-related illnesses. This is a
national disgrace.
Statistics like these reflect a
nationwide pattern of disproportionate
environmental impact on people of
color and the poor. This pattern stems
from a profound flaw in the structure
of the U.S. economy: Polluters do not
absorb the costs of the environmental
degradation they create, and society as
a whole does not confront the
problems and solve them. Instead, the
problems are displaced. It is easier for
a company to locate its factory or
waste facility in eastern St. Louis than
in the Upper East Side of Manhattan; it
is cheaper for state governments to
disregard the lead poisoning of poor
children than to test and treat them as
federal law requires. What this means

[Adams is Executive Director of the
Natural Resources Defense Council,
headquartered in New York City.)
MARCH/APRIL 1992

is that we are building our economy
on the backs of people of color and the
poor.
Not to recognize this syndrome is to
ignore one of the driving forces of
environmental degradation in this
country. The fact of disproportionate
impact demands a disproportionate
effort. Federal and state governments
must direct a disproportionate share of
clean-up funds and other
environmental funding to these
communities. The national
environmental organizations must
devote a disproportionate share of
their resources to the public health
problems affecting them.
But this alone is not enough. The
environmental justice movement that
has arisen to address the concerns of
these communities is one of the
strongest new forces for environmental
reform to emerge in years. If we are to
remain truly effective, the national
environmental groups must strive to
become allies of this movement and of
the communities it represents.
This alliance will not take place
overnight. It will require a great deal of
work on the part of the national
groups. We have been criticized by
environmental justice activists, and
there is much to criticize-the
predominantly white staffs, the
cultural barriers that have damaged
and impeded joint efforts with activists
25
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of color. The hi story is wel l
documented: The mainstream
environmenta l movement grew out of a
white, m iddle-class effort to preserve
the world's na tural won ders. It is still
tru e that the staffs of the major
national organizations are
disproportionately white and midd le
class, and it is not defensible.

It is critical that the national
environmental groups listen
to people of color on their
own terms.

Fighting back.
The
environmental
justice movement
is one of the

Environmental justice activists have
also criticized the priorities of the
mainstream environmen tal movemen t.
The movement began with w ilderness
conservation , and there is no question
that , in its early life, its work and
vision on ly rarely en compassed th e
protection of human beings. But th ere
is also no question that th is is a
movement that has matured far beyond
its origins. [ speak for RDC, and I
know [ spea k for many others, when I
say that for mainstream
environmentali sts today the two
critical issu es- en vironmental
violation of the Earth and
environmenta l violat ion of its human
inhabitants- a re inextricably
inte rtwined .
The reco rd sp eaks for itself. It is a
record of commitment to clean air,
clean wa te r, la nd that is sa fe to live on
and work on. These are not abstract
values or values limited to national
parks an d wildlife preserves. They are
values that have led NRDC to dedicate
th e bulk of our resources to th e very
public health problems that impact
com munities of color
disproportion ately.
For two decades, we h ave been
working to clean u p the smog that
concentrates in the inner city a n d that
can cause long-term lung damage. We
have been stri ving to end tox ic
pollution of drinking \·v ater supplies.
Our efforts helped lead to th e phaseout
of leaded gasoline, w h ic h was

strongest new
forces for reform .

Kurr
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poisoning the air in inner cities and
the children who breathed it, and we
are still fighting to end lead poisoning
from every source. We are striving to
end unsafe incineration and
landfilling , which can contamina te th e
water people drink, the land their
homes are built on, and the a ir they
breathe. We are working to redu ce
pesticide use and eliminat e the most
toxic pesticides, so that people can eat
safe food and farmworkers will not be
poisoned.
This is not to say that there is no
room for improvement. The point is
that the two movements are not so far
apart as to be irreconcilable. The
possibility for partnership exists, and
not only in the arena of public health,
but also in that of conserving natural
resources. Many of the ethnic cultures
of this country have deep and
longstanding traditions of reverence for
the natural world and an abhorrence of
the exp loitative practices that the
mainstream environmental groups are
fighting.
And such partnerships can be
enormously effective. The
environmental justice movement has
vital site-specific information,
tremendous organizing ability, and
expertise on questions of social justice.
The national environmental groups
have substantial technica l, lega l, and
lobbying experience in environmental
advocacy. The combination of these
comp lementary skills can create a
powerful synergy.
Some recent examples from NRDC's
experience: joint efforts with the
Mothers of East Los Ange les and
Concerned Citizens of South Central
Los Angeles effected the cance llation
of plans to build California's first
large-scale toxic waste incinerator in a
low-income , primarily Hispanic
community . Our work with West
Harlem Environmental Action
regarding foul odors emitted by a
nearby sewage plant has helped build
press attention to the problem, and we
expect soon to file a lawsuit.
With the Cree nation of northern
Quebec and with other organizations,
we are beginning to articulate to the
MARCH/APRIL 1992

public and decision makers that the
James Bay 11 hydroelectric project,
which would flood an area in Quebec
the size of Vermont. is unnecessary
and vastly more expensive than the
energy-efficiency alternatives. With
People United for a Better Oakland ,
the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, the
ACLU, and the National Health Law
Program, we won a commitment from

What this means is that we
are building our economy on
the backs of people of color
and the poor.

the state of California to establish a
state-of-the-art mandatory le ad testin g
program for poor children.
All of us in the national
environmental groups need to broaden
and deepen our alliances with the
environmental ju stice movement. To
accomplish this , we must do two
things. First, we must diversify our
staffs to better reflect the het erogeneity

of environmentalism in its totality, and
of humankind itself. The fact of
disproportionate impact means that
different communities experience the
environment in different ways- and
therefore have differing insights and
objectives. To the degree that our staffs
are limited in their economic, cultural ,
and ethnic origin, the perspecti\·es
they bring to their environmentalism
will also be limited. Our work is the
poorer for it.
Second-but by no means second in
priority-the national groups must
listen to the environmen tal justice
activists and engage them as partners.
Their priorities and perspectives must
be among the factors shaping our
agenda. The issues of racism, poverty.
and environmental degradation are
intertwined, and we cannot sol\'e one
without addressing the others. What
this means is that th e mainstream
environmental movem ent must learn
from those who have experience in
social justi ce issues where we are
novices. Moreover, we must come to
recognize and respect the traditions of
reverence for the Earth that so many
communities of color have fostered ,
and learn from them to enrich our own
perspective. And we must support the
continuing growth of the
environmental justice movement by
sharing our resources in technical
analysis, legal work, lobbyi ng strength.
and fund-raising capability.
And so our most urgent need is for
dialogue. It is critica l that th e national
environmental groups li sten to people
of co lor on their own terms.
Correspondingly, my plea to th e
env ironmental justi ce movement itself
is for co ntinu ed communi ca tion and
participation in this dialogue. We
stand ready to work with yo u. We
have made mistakes and no doubt we
will continue to make th em, but we
are willing to learn and tr yin g to
change. [four two movements can join
forces effectively on our common
issues, we will be a formidable force
for genuine and lasting protection of
the human environment. o
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ACHAll~NG~ TO ~PA

by Deeohn Ferris

An Environmental Justice Office is Needed

T

he environmental justice
movement forged by activists such
as the Gulf Coast Tenants Association,
the Southwest Organizing Project, the
Panos Institute, the United Church of
Christ, and other grass-roots
organizations impels governments,
environmental groups, and social
justice organizations to question the
effects of their programs and policies
on people of color. EPA should not
only join this dialogue but, in
partnership with these groups, assume
a leadership role in correcting the
status quo.
The keystone of this quest for justice
is equal protection, not equal
pollution. To adopt this justice agenda,
EPA must revise its policies in the
interest of protecting everyone's
quality of life. Addressing the impact
of lead on African American children
and the effects of pesticides on
Chicano farm workers is no less
important than addressing Alar
residues on apples eaten by
middle-class kids.
Whether or not government
programs are intended to foster
disproportionate impact on people of
color, the results are th e same. EPA
should recognize that harm
perpetuated by ben;gn inadvertence is
as injurious as harm by purposeful
intent. Regardless of guilt, blame, or
politics, EPA should seek justice by
initiating an Agency-wide priority
investigation to reveal which practices,
programs, and policies nurture
inequality. Based upon these findings,
the Agency can establish a major effort
to remedy data gaps, establish
long-term plans to minimize levels of
exposure in communities of color, and
institute environmental protection for
everyone.
(Ferris is Director of Environmental
Quality for the National Wildlife
Federation.)
28

Latinos, alive Americans, Asian
Pacific Islanders , African Americans.
Chinese Americans, other people of
color. and people with low incomes
constitute the broadest and most
complex constituency that the Agency
has to serve. What they have in
common, what unites them, is that
they are systematically subjected to
higher doses of pollution than are
other segments of society. Remedying
this disparity is the foremost cha llenge
that the Agency confronts.
Consider the example of Richmond,
California, a heavily minority
community where nearly 400
industrial facilities store and rel ease
into the environment over 200
hazardous and toxic chemicals.
According to one grass-roots group,
Citizens for a Better Environment,
annual air emissions from these plants
total 800,000 pounds, and annual
hazardous waste production totals
179,000 tons. African American and
Latino residents who live closest to
these facilities have organ ized with the
goal of reducing emissions and
improving monitoring and health risk
assessments, but there has been no
meaningful federal response to aid
their efforts.
Last summer, a railway-car herbicide
spill in the Sacramento River, which
killed several thousand fish, rece ived
more attention than the estimated
300,000 farm workers, most of whom
are people of color, who may be
poisoned every year by pesticid es.
Migrant workers face the toxic triple
threat of pesticides, dump sites, and
contaminated drinking water.
Meanwhile, EPA's long-awaited
farm-worker protection rules
continually are postponed.
Louisiana residents located in the
heavily minority corridor between
New Orleans and Baton Rouge have
experienced the inequitable
distribution of pollution since plants

were built up and down the river
beginning in the 1950s. The water is
contaminated soup, the air is fouled ,
ailments and disease leYels are high.
Since many residents depend on the
companies for their livelihood, they
suffer the combined consequences of
exposure both inside and ou tside the
plants. For decades. this dual
environmental contamination has
threatened their quality of life without
respite. but government has paid no
attention.
Across the nation, similar
circumstances continue unabated.
Clearly, EPA and other federal
agencies need to form a partnership to
address the relationship between
pollution and minority
communities- from lead risks
associated with paint, drinking water,
and combustion to those risks caused
by polluting industries. whose
operations and discharges cause
enormous harm to human health.
wildlife. and the environment.
EPA can develop a model program.
and th e time for action is novv. The
first step is to es ta bl ish a high-level
Offi ce of Environmental Justice \Nilh
functional responsibilities and a
budget sufficient to implement them.
EPA spending should mat ch its
commitment to parity.
As a principal objective, this office
could develop an env ironmen tal policy
that creates a presumption of justice by
requiring equity impact analyses as
part of the process for promulgating
major regulations, issuing key policies.
and conducting programmatic reviews.
The Office of Environmental Justice
would integrate its theme into EPA's
operating guidance and strategic plans,
as well as the Agency's research and
data co llection agendas. The office
could spearhead formation of
consortiums with academic
institutions for people of color,
including Historically Black Colleges
EPA JOURNAL

Everyon e's qualit y of life is at stake.
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and Universities (HBCUs), foc using on
risk assessments, research, and
development needs.
Widespread changes are needed in
EPA's ins titutional focus. Wo rking
closely with commun ity leaders and
building bridges to grass-roots gro ups,
MARCH/APRIL 1992

the office could facilitate the Agency 's
progress in relieving the enormously
high environmental impact
experienced by people of color. Under
the auspices of this office, EPA should
embark on an aggressive outreach
effort centered on education,
information exchange, and problem
solving.
The Environmental Justice Office
should also have an active role in
states' implementation of delegated
programs, reviewing state/EPA
agreements to ensure that these
relationships will be administered in a
socioeconomically race-neutral manner
that results in equal protection.
Compliance and enforcement
init iatives should target facilities and
sites that foster the adverse conditions
occurring in minority communities.
EPA's current gu idelines for cancer
risk assessment, and the way that they
are used in many programs. protect the
average whi te adult male but ignore
populations that are more at risk
because of increased exposure or
special vu lnerabilit ies, such as Native
Americans who fish to put protein on
the tabl e and nursing mothers. The
Agency needs to adopt risk assessment
guide li nes tha t consider economic
s tatus, cu lt ural fac tors, synergistic
effects of expos ure to mult iple so urces
of pollution, and other distinctive
ch aracteristics that, cu mulatively, can
resu lt in dispropo rtionate impact.
In the routine course of seeking
amendme nts to improve environmental
statutes, EPA can support provisions
that ensure adherence to an evaluation
process that would preclude any single
area from being burdened with an
undue share of polluting facilities or
sites . Pursuant to these amendments ,
EPA would authorize only those state
programs that are designed lo remedy
disproportiona te effects.
An integral component of any
Agency plan to execute these changes

in direction is overcoming the
perception commonly held by people
of color that EPA values corporate
interests and white middle and upper
classes over the lives of peopl e of
color. Inevitably, for example, EPA 's
response in relocating residents of
dioxin-contaminated Times Beach and
Love Canal invites contrast to th e
action taken by the Agency when
subsistence anglers in communities of
color around this nation were
discovered to be eating fish
contaminated by dioxin from nearby
pulp and paper mills. Instead of
becoming directly involved and taking
preventive action to end the pollution .
EPA adopted a hands-off attitude.
deferring action to the states. This
la issez faire approach allows st ates to
take actions that are often
contradictory and, at best , do no more
than simply warn these people not to
eat the fish .
Integrating the concerns of people of
color into the Agency's regulatory
process will lessen the sense that EPA
pursues a biased approach to resolving
risk. A key element of this integration
involves recruitment and promoting
workforce diversity. Segregation in the
EPA workforce fosters bias in decision
making.
What is ultimately at stake in the
environmental justice debate is
everyone's quality of life. Th e goal is
equal protection, not equal pollution.
Daily, Americans are subjected to
harmfu l contamination- sometimes at
highly toxic leve ls- wildlife is
disappearing, and entire ecosystems
are being destroyed. In the metaphor of
a rapidly sinking ship , we're al l in the
same boat and people of color are
closest to the hole. EPA and other
federal agencies must concentrate
foremost on saving those around the
hole; then, plug the leak and save us
all. o
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ACHAllfNGf TO CONG RfSS

by Representative
Ronald V. Dellums

The Need for New Legislation

and their effects on "people of color."
The conference was the culmination of
work and research that started with the
release of the report called Toxic
Wastes and Race, published by the
Commission for Racial justice in 1987.
As described in earli er articles, this
report revealed several startling
statistics which indicated that
minorities were disproportionately
affected by environmental problems.
The report , in turn, was followed in
1990 by the published Proceedings of
the Michigan Conference on Race and
the In cidence of Environment Hazards,
which further revealed that littl e
attention was given to the
environmental concerns of minorities.
The conveners of the conference,
known as the Michigan Group ,
subsequently approach ed my office to
suggest that the Congressional Black
Caucus (CBC) conven e a workshop at
its annual Legislative Weekend to
discuss problems of the environment
and its impacts on the minority
community. I agreed , along with
Representatives Towns of New York,
Conyers of Michigan, and Lewis of
Georgia, to sponsor a workshop to
begin the process of finding strategies
to combat situations that ex ist in
minority comm unities across America.
Simultaneously, the Michigan Group
approached EPA, requesting that the
Agency establish an initiative to
address environme ntal justice (equity)
issues. Upon learning of the Michigan
Group's effort, 1 joined severa l of my
CBC colleagues in a letter to
Administrator Reilly , requesting that
he respond favorably to their request.
For man y years 1 have expounded
my belief that env ironmental concerns
are not solely the interest of white,
(Dellums (D-Ca liforn ia) is Cha irman of middle-class America. Toxi c waste and
pollution , like nuclear weapons, are
the Commi ttee on the District of
equal-opportunity
killers.
Columbia and a me mber of the Armed
Unfortunately,
minorities
are now
Services Comm ittee and th e Hou se
coming
to
believe
that
the
environment
Select Commit tee on Int elligence.)

I

find it very interesting that when
Americans discuss the issues of the
environment, we tend to mean the
pristine air of Montana , the beautiful
waters of Crystal Lake, and the
spiraiing mountains of the High
Sierras. Still others may think about
the impending effects of global
warming, the necessity of recycling, or
preserving ancient forests as the
critical environmental issues of our
time. Conspicuously absent from the
discussion are the issues that concern
minority communities throughout
America.
African Americans and other
minority peoples are now suffering
severe ly from the effects of
environmental degradation. Recent
studies indi cate a sharp rise in health
problems caused by polluted air,
ingestion of lead , and polluted water;
they point to cancers possibly caused
by toxic and hazardous wastes. At the
same time, minority communities
suffer from other environmental
problems. The problems of drug abuse
and poor housing must be addressed.
As America moves into the 21st
century, environmental concerns
become an imperative for constructive
legislative and citizen action. I am
dismayed by the fact that, although
Americans are very concerned with
environmen tal policy in general,
insufficien t attention is paid to the
environ ment and it s effects on
minority communiti es.
In light of th ese circumstan ces, last
October in Washington , DC, the first
National People of Co lor
Environmental Leadership Summit
was organized to focus speci fi c
attention on environmental problems
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is of interest because of the
disproportionate impact it is having in
our communities. I look at report after
report that outlines the health
problems faced by minorities because
of lead poisoning, toxi c and hazardous
waste problems, polluted air, and
pesticides. I am now encouraged
because many efforts to correct the
prevailing situation are being
undertaken. Grass-roots organizations
throughout the country are also raising
issues of environmental improvement.
EPA's February 1992 report on
environmental equity is only a first
step toward examining and resolving
these critical issues.
I believe that Congress must act now
to ensure that the disproportionate
impact of environmental degradation
upon minority communities is
addressed. The reauthorization of the
Resource Conservation Recovery Act
(RCRA) provides an excellent
opportunity to strengthen the country's
toxic and hazardous waste law. There
are additional proposals that w ill
further strengthen toxic and hazardous
waste laws. The Communi ty Right to
Know More Act of 1991 would amend
RCRA to expand public reporti ng on
toxic chemical use and emissions and
require companies to develop
use-reduction plans. The Pol lution
Prevention, Community Recycl ing, and
Incinerator Moratorium Act wo uld
amend RCRA to place a moratorium on
the construction of n ew incinerators
until waste prevention programs are
fully implemented. I support both
these bills because I believe that they
can help reduce the incidence of
environmentally related health
problems in minority commun iti es.
In addition, I have introduced the
Emergency Climate Stabi lization and
Earth Regeneration Act of 1992. This
bill provides a n ew impetus to develop
a U.S. integrated jobs program covering
social , pollution, and climate
EPA JOURNAL

Leaders rally on Capitol
Hill during the First
National People of Color
Environmental Leadership
Summit.

Robert D. Bullard photo.

emergencies. It would also reduce the
level of carbon dioxide in the Earth's
atmosphere th rough a massive jobs
program that would address al l areas
of pollution in America.
I will also consider supporting or
introducing legislation to address the
iss ue of the disproportionate numbers
of toxic and hazardous waste faciliti es
located in or near communit ies of
color. I am current ly in the process of
examining several proposals that will
suspend the placement of toxic waste
facilities in minority communities.
We must a llocate funds to prob lems
where they are most severe. I support
efforts to expand Technical Assistance
Grants that encourage the growth and
expansion of grass-roots organ izations
which provide education and
information on environmen tal hazard s
to communiti es of co lor. Grants should
a lso be made availab le to Historicall y
Black Col leges and Un iversiti es to
foster research and development in
areas of concern and for other
MARCH/APRIL 1992

purposes.
It is imperative that EPA establish a
department-level office that can
coordinate and enforce the issues of
environmen tal equity. The Agency
a nnounced in its recently released
report that the issues of environmental
equity are a priority. If so , then
adequate funds should be requested to
set up an office that ca n be respons ibl e
for issues of environmental concern.
As I said earlier, the issues of th e
environment are among the most
critical for our nation as we approach
the 21st century . We are all familiar
with the problems of global warming,
climate change, clean air, clean water.
and safe drinking water. It is tim e the
nation woke up to the reality that
minority communities are suffering
greatly at this moment from th e
adverse effects of pollution,
unrestrained development. and false
progress.
America has a serious job to do if it
is to ensure that all of its ci ti zens

benefit from efforts to enhance
environmental quality. We must begin
immediately to address all the
problems caused by environmental
degradation. I am calling upon a ll the
major environmental organizations to
get involved in the environmental
justice movement so that w e can
ensure a h ealthy, sound America for
all citizens. I am hopeful that one day
soon the term "environment" will no
longer be considered just a term of,
and for , white middle-class America. o
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HAVf MINORITlf~ BfNffITfD...1AfORUM
Some observers argue that the
environmental movement in the
United States has not only failed to
in clude the participation of peopl e of
color but also has fail ed to provide
them with an equitable share of its
benefits. Others maintain that the laws
enacted in the wake of Earth Day 1970
are colorblind , that the efforts to clean
up the air and clean up the water have
benefitted everyone equally. EPA
Journal asked a number of individuals
to respond to the following question:
Have minorities benefited equitably
from the gain s made by the
environmental movement? Their
answers follow.

--------

Michel Gelobter

The answer is clearly no.
I There are at least three ways to
measure the benefits of the
en vironmental movement to people of
color: socially, econom ically, and
environmenta lly.
Copyrigh l Som Ki ll ne r.
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• The soc ial aspects of the
environmental movement have, almost
without exception, systematica lly
excluded people of color. People of
color are underrepresented at
managerial and decision-making levels
of both governmenta l and
nongovernmen tal environmental
organizations, incl uding my own.
Academic "feeder" programs in
environmental science and policy fa il
to recruit and retain people of color,
and environmental organizations fa il to
hire those who do pursue s uch st udies
EPA JOURNAL

(primaril y Chinese- and
Japanese-Ameri cans) . Fina lly, the jobs
and contracts gen erated by
environmental activity have fa ll en
primarily to white workers and
contractors.
• The economic effects of
environmental poli cy are a lmost
always regressive (in that th ey fa ll
more heavily on lo w-income groups
than on people in mid dle- and
high-income brackets). The lack of
attention to the distributive
consequences of environmental policy
also disproportionately impacts peopl e
of color.
• Firtally, the existing evid ence
points to great disparities in the
incidence of environmental quality.
People of color have radi ca lly less
access to thi s country's natural areas,
and , in our urban environments, fa ce
greater pollution. Most di sturbing is
the evidence that government
regulation exacerbates rather th an
reduces these inequities. In both my
own research on air pollution and the
Commiss ion for Rac ial Ju sti ce 's work
on toxic waste sites , regulatory
activity- in its efforts to control and
improve the environment- seemed to
shift the remaining burd en of pollution
more heavily on the backs of
communities of color.
People of color are a majority on the
globe we all want to save. The
environmental movement must
radically retool its a pproach to
understand, to share, and to address
all our needs.
(GeJobter is Ass istant Commissioner of
Environmental Qu ality fo r the
Department of En vironm enta l
Protection of New York City .)
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Michael Fischer

continue to revere and protect natural
and scen ic beauties of the Earth. And
it will be driven by a quest for
environmen tal justice. or it will
become irrelevant. We at the Sierra
Club are committed to beginning ou r
second century with increased , not
decreased, re levance for all the peo ple
of this nation.

(Fischer is Execu tive Director of the
Sierra Club. )

I

t is a n incontestible fact that peop le
of color and th e poor of America
have borne the brunt of suffering fro m
polluting industries and other
und esirabl e development. Whether
intended or not (an d too often it has
been intended ). economi c growth an d
land use decisions have bee n based on
environmenta l racism. Civil rights
have been violated ; the quality of
human life in urban communities has
been degraded; adjacent communities
and downstrea m ecosyste ms have been
egregiously d amaged.
We at the Sierra Club do kno w how
to make a difference at the loca l, state,
and national levels. For 100 years, the
Sierra Club has honed citizen action
skills to pressure polluters, elected
officials , and government agencies to
pass and enforce environmenta l
protection laws. The time , though , fo r
patience, compromise, and "ba lance"
is long gone .
Thousands of community-based
grass-roots organi zations , led by peo ple
of color, have been established in
recent years . They possess a deep an d
righteous anger not seen since the
beginning of the civil rights movement.
It is a just passion wh ich now must
drive the Sierra Club a nd other
organi zations of the established
environmental movement. Our mi ss ion
has been broadened, and we have been
pushed to new heights of commitment
and effective ness in order to m eet the
c h allen ges of enviro nmental inju sti ce.
The environmental movement of the
1990s will be multicultural. It will

Juana Beatriz Gutierrez

N

o, minorities in East Los Angeles
have not benefited from the
environmental movement. Although
the Mothers of East Los Angeles
partic ipate d in the 20th anni versary of
Ea rth Day, our own environmenta l
movement is just beginning. The
amourit of envi ronmental abuse
suffered by resid ents of our barri os is
just too great. And th e abu se
continu es . High lead leve ls and high
concentra tion s of carbon monox ide a re
directl y attributed to those freeways so
enthu siastically built for " progress ."
Virtua ll y every fa mil y in L'os
Angeles can cla im a tragedy of on e
form or another. Asthma, leukemia,
lingering coughs , and more serious
illnesses are now beli eved to be a
direct result of our environment , even
though the government will not admit
to it. Closer to home, three young
women experien ced miscarriages in
the last two years- on e of th em my
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daughter, another my daughter-in-law .
And the uncle of my daughter-in-law
succumbed to a brain tumor- his
resi d ence was directly next to a
"S uperfu nd" toxic clean-up si le.
Only recentl y have we begun to
ed ucate ourselves about the horrors of
environmental racism. With recent
assis tance from environmental groups
s uc h as Greenpeace and othe r
" tradi tional" pro-active organizations,
we have begun a crash course on
env ironmental impact statements , risk
assessments, publi c hearings, etc. This
knowledge has helped us the last few
years an d will be in val uab le as we try
to righ t the wrongs of the past. The
fact that thi s commentary is written in
Engli sh and not Spa ni s h is an
indi ca ti on of the exclusive nature of
the environmental movement, but we
are striving to change that.
(Gut ierrez is Pres ident of th e San to
Tsabel Chapter of th e Mothers of East
Los Angeles.)

Gail Small

environmental movement should be
fighting this battle with us.
My home , the Northern Cheyenne
Indian Reservation, is being
surrou nded by this country's largest
coal stri p mine. The Cheyenne people
have had to forego basic services, such
as schools and roads, because our few
dollars have been used to fight for the
environment of southeastern Montana.
In 1982, when Secretary of Interior
James Watt permitted the largest
federal public coal sa le in the history
of America , where were th e big 10
environmental groups? Perhaps it was
because only a few thousan d Cheyenne
Indi a ns lived in thi s area that none of
the "big 10" cha ll enged this giveaway
of public coal.
White ranchers who proclaim
themselves environm en ta lists sit on
the same bank board that refuses to
provide Cheyennes with loans for
economic alternatives to the strip
mining of our lands. These white
environmenta iists want Cheyenne
water and land to expand their
ranches. And the coal
compani es-they just want our coal.
And where is our federal trustee , the
EPA? It 's s till tryi ng to fig ure out
whether Indi an tribes have th e
jurisdiction to protect their homelands.
That 's like asking the Cheyenne w ho
won the Custer Battle. Such it is in
Cheyenne Country in 1992 .

several EPA employees wrote a letter
to the Editor identifying major
inequ ities in EPA policies. With the
advent of a major national sum mit
conference in Washington in October
1991 on environmental equity (which
EPA declined to attend) and a House
h earing by Henry Waxman , the
question is now beyo nd my opinion ,
or any other, in the journal.
This issue is now at a junct ure
where it wi ll become a moral issue for
the Agency if EPA declines to
acknowledge the problem, change
inequ itable policies and prioriti es, and
imp lement a ppropriate act ion . If EPA
decides merely to pursue attempts to
co-opt legitimate c iv il r ights
organizations, offer grants to mi nority
academics, and spin-control the issue,
we will continue to end up in an
ethical struggle on the wrong end of
the sca les of environmental justi ce. I
be lieve our Agency has more sense
than this .

(Varela is in EPA 's Offi ce of
Enforcement Policy .)

Terry Ow-Wing

(Small is the Director of Native Action,
a nonprofi t orgo nizoti on to benefit the
Northern Cheyenne.)

S

ince 1492. littl e has c hanged in
term s of th e non-Indian's concept
of th e en vironment. What they have
failed to learn over 500 years is that
the rn is a profo un d spi ritu a l dimension
to th e environme nt. Re li gion, culture.
sp iri tunlit y, e nvironme nt are one an d
the same to Ind ia n people.
Existing env ironmen ta l laws are not
being im plemen ted to protect the
sacre d places of Indian tribes. lndeed ,
we often fin d o urselves fight ing
environm e ntnlists to protect our
ancestrnl lnn ds and treaty ri ghts. In
order to protect ou r sac rncl places, we
are now as king Co ngress to a mend the
In dian lfo ligious Freedom Act. nnd th e
34

Alex Varela

M

M

y a nswer to this question is the
same now as it was in the May
1988 issue of EPA Jo urna l, w h en

y first reaction to th e questi o n is
to p ose another: Have m inori ties
shared equitably in any situa tion
where th ere is a majority and a
minority culture? The answer is an
obvious n o. However, dwelling on the
negati ve is not where the rea l answer
lies. Rather, w e mu st take action to try
to make life bette r for all of us.
From my own story, J decided to
contribute my tal ents to Chinatown,
feeling that few outsiders cared about
h er. In 19 76, through a University of
Californi a at Berkeley commu nity
design course, I interned with the
EPA JOURNAL

Committee for Better Parks and
Recreation in Chinatown. My first
contact with Sierra Club \Nas through
its s upport for a new Ch inatown park.
The Club's participation was not
earth-s hatte ri ng, but it showed a
serio us commitment to the urban
environment in which the minority
community lived.
Recently , J became involved with
Sierra Club because it has politica l
clout, which I intend to use to ben efit
Chinatown , and because many Sierra
Club members care about the urban
environment. Further, I wanted to
make important changes within the
organization.
The lon g road of chan ge for Sierra
Club is not only in its membership,
which is mostly. white u pper-middl e
class, but in how it h andles issues.
The environmental movement need s to
take into acco unt the needs o f the
entire population. It must not shirk
responsibility for a particular
community's environment on the
grounds that " they n eed" the jobs.
Although it is true that the movement
did not begin with equal concern
abou t "wild" vers us urban
environments , I am pleased to find
that some mainstream environmental
groups are now working with
communities to e liminate tox ins in
urban areas. Because the air we
breathe is shared equally by all , we
must work togethe r to cleanse our
Earth for everyone and no t waste
energy on past inequiti es . How we
respond to this chall enge will
d etermine whether we preserve th e
life line of the Earth .

(Ow-Wing , an architect , is co-chair of
Sierra Club 's Ethnic and Cultural
Diversity Task Force and on t he
Committee for Bette r Parks and
Recreation in San Francisco 's
Chinatown.)

Senator Daniel K. Inouye

The civi l rights movement gave birth

I to laws intended to grant
minorities the same powers, privi leges ,
and protections accorded other
Americans. The environ m ental
m ovement ins pired statutes meant to
b enefit al l Americans, regardless of
race or income. Despite these
progressive Jaws , inequities rem a in . A
case in point: America n Indians lack
the power and means to deal wi th
solid waste disposal problems on their
own tribal lands.
Like sta te a nd local governments
across the country, tr ibal governm ents
are confronted with a mount in g crisis
in solid waste d isposal. In Indian
territory, there are currentl y 650 solid
waste d isposal sites. Of these, 108 are
tribally owned landfi lls that w ere
constructed before Congress
establish ed current standards for
landfills under the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act
(RCRA); as a result, onl y two of these
108 are presently in complian ce with
EPA requiremen ts under RCRA.
Based o n a prelimina ry estimate
m ade in 1990, at least $68 million
would be required to upgrade these
triba lly own ed landfi lls to meet
current requirements. In addi tion ,

ano ther $45 million would be required
to either upgrade or close , as
approp°i-iate, other solid waste disposal
sites on Indian lands.
A bill is now before Congress to
amend RCRA and empower tribal
governments to manage solid and
hazardous waste on Indian lands. It is
important to note that other federal
statutes include provisions stipulating
that tribal governments should receive
the same treatment as states , whereas
RCRA currently does not. The
proposed amendments to RCRA would
not only recognize tribal governments'
authority but also make them eligible
to receive funds to assist them in
developing solid waste management
regul ations. Such regulations wou ld
accomplish several th ings: provide fo r
the management of waste generated on
reservations ; authori ze the cleanup of
open and unauthorized dump sites;
and enable the development of
regulations govern ing the operation of
commercial solid waste projects on
Indian lands.
It is m y hope that Congress and the
nation will act to rectify this and other
environmental inequ ities in the United
States.
(Senator Inouye (D·l Tawaii) is

Chairman of the Select Committee on
Indian Affairs.)

Suzanne Olive

I

n its issue comme mo rating the 20t h
anni versary of Earth Day, EPA
Journal s poke vol umes about the state
of affairs in 19 70. The only peop le of
color in the entire issue were a lone
American Indian and the inhabitants
of a Chinese village. Change has come
slowly . While the environmental laws
MARCH/APRIL 1992
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may be colorblind, many of the
Beverly Wright
conditions which gave rise to the
disparate impact of environmental
problems on minority communities are
not. Colorblind solutions will not solve
these problems.
The focus of the civil rights
enforcement effort, from about 1970
until recently, was on problems of
equal access and nondiscriminatory
administration of federally assisted
programs . Although the term was not
in use , the environmen tal equity issue
was nevertheless there. In the wake of
much criticism, certain federal
agencies began to address, within their
areas of jurisdiction , the issue of
disparate impacts of federally fund ed
ust recently, I was asked by the
programs on minority
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights to
testify at an environmental equity
communities- e.g., the Department of
Transportation and the location and
hearing conducted by the Louisiana
impact of the interstate highway
Advisory Committee to the
system; the Department of Housing
commission. My charge was to present
and Urban Development and the
an overview of social justice issues
location of low-cost an d subsidized
related to the environment in
housing projects.
Louisiana. I was asked specifically to
Until the mid 1980s, EPA's primary
respond to the question whether
concern in terms of civil rights
hazardous waste storage, disposal , and
enforcement was the construction
treatment practices impacted with
grants program and the racial
greater frequency and intensity on
composition of th e communities to be
minority comm unities. The diffi culty
served by wastewater treatment
in answering this question- indeed,
systems. The problem of minority
the fact that the question was being
communities' excl usion from that
asked- reflects the relative lack of
program due to geographi cal or
attention government has given to
political boundaries was largely
possible environmental effects on
eliminated some time ago. However,
minority communities .
other problems , affected by a wide
A s imilar dilemma presents itself
range of EPA programs, remain.
when I attempt to answer the question
As people become more
posed for this forum : Have minorities
sophisticated about environmental
shared equitably in the benefits
issues, they are also becoming more
resulting from the environmental
aware and more critical of the
movement? If the answer lies in the
disparities in the benefits of
present state of affairs for minority
environmental programs. As a result.
communiti es as to exposure to toxics
EPA is now looking at the
in the environment, the answer must
environmental equity issue and the
be a resounding "NO."
As most of us are already aware, the
impact of environmental programs
from a broad policy perspective. EPA's 1983 General Accounting Office report
Office of Civil Rights has a role to play and the 1987 stud y cond ucted by the
in exploring ways to use the
United Church of Christ strongly
suggest that minorities (blacks and
crosscutting civil rights statutes to
address the inequitabl e effects of
Hispanics) are disproportionately
environmental policies on minority
impacted by the siting of hazardous
communities and bring about
waste landfills. It does not take an
significant change.
extraordinary intellectual effort to
surmise
that this pattern may be
(Olive is Acting Director of EPA's
indicative of patterns for other
Office of Civil Rights.)
environmental pollutants. For a very
long time, minority and poor
communities have been the prime
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targets for undesirable byproducts of
industrial society. These
neighborhoods are seen as the paths of
least resistance for such things as
bridge or highway bu y-outs, tox ic
waste and solid waste landfills,
incinerator and chemical plant
locations, to name a few. Unlike the
middle and upper socioeconomic
strata, who possess the resources to
effectuate their opposition to the
placing of pollutants in their
neighborhoods , poor commun iti es
have been less likely to forge
successful battles of resistance against
federal, state, and local agencies and
industries who target their
communities for the siting of
undesirable "but necessary" polluting
facilities.
A review of the history of
mainstream environmental
organizations and their programs fails
to produce any significant involvement
by them of minority groups or
individuals and almost no attent ion to
pollution problems specific to minority
populations. Only recently have we
seen minority groups and co mmunities
embraced (with some difficulty) and
allowed to have a voice in areas
related to the environment. The results
have been that minorities have not
shared equitably in the benefits
resulting from the environmenta l
movement.
It is now time to forge an Agenda for
Action. A highly innovati ve approach
for dealing with equity issues has
emerged from a number of minority
researchers and scholars
independently investigating equity
issues. They have proposed the
development of a National Agenda on
Environmental Equity and the
establishment of Environmental Equity
Regional Centers to deal with research
and policy, commun ity assistance, and
education. This would represent a
positive step toward the development
of a "clean" environment for all , with
the ultimate goal being Environmental
justice.
(Dr. Wright is an environm e ntal

sociologist with the Sociology
Department of Wake Forest University,
North Carolina.)
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What's Known,
What's Not

Inner-city residents may
experience elevated
exposures to
environmental hazards.

Steve De>lcrne}' pholo.

MARCH/APRIL 1992

37

CAUSf fOR
IMMfDIATf CONCfRN
Minorities and the Poor Clearly Are More Exposed

EPA toxicologist examines trout al
Duluth , Minn esota, research lab.
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Wnat's Known,
Wnat's Not
by Ken Sexton

T

he suggestion that social class or
race plays an important role in
determining the degree to which
people are exposed to environmental
hazards, as well as in influencing the
effects of those hazards on health and
well being, is a disturbing, albeit all
too plausible, hypothesis. It does not
take much imagination to speculate
that poor people, a disproportionate
share of which are minorities,
routinely encounter elevated levels of
pollution in the air they breathe, the
water they drink, and the food they
eat.
Within the field of environmental
health , there are two groups generally
considered to be at higher risk: those
who experience the highest exposures,
and those who are more biologically
susceptible to the effects of a given
exposure. The subgroup at highest risk
is made up of those ind ividuals who
are both biologically susceptible and
who also come into contact with the
highest pollutant concentrations.
Currently, very little data exist on
differences between races according to
biological susceptibility to
environmental pollutants. There is
certainly evidence of biological
differences, but their relationship to
susceptibility is not well understood.
Further, it is difficu lt to separate the
effects of class (socioeconomic status)
from the effects of race (ethnicity) on
environmental health risk. Poor
people, typically, are less well
informed about environmental health
issues, lack adequate health care, have
a substandard diet, and are more likel y
to have stressful and unhea lthful
lifestyles. Minority populations may be
at higher risk as a result of their
genetic makeup, cultural beliefs and
practices, and social behaviors. The

Hoger l.cPoge p/iolo. 1\Scl Corp.

(Dr . Sexton is Director of EPA's Office
of Health Research.)
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situation is complicated by the fact
that minorities are statistically more
likely to be disadvantaged in terms of
their income, education, and
occupation than their white
counterparts. Consequently, although
there is substantial anecdotal and
circumstantial evidence suggesting that
class and race, 1aken together, affect
exposure levels, we do not now have
sufficient data to differentiate between
the two.
The.calls for public action to
mitigate environmental inequities
present policy makers with a familiar
dilemma. In the face of substantial
scientific uncertainties, they must
decide whether inequities exist, how
serious they are, what are the causes,
and what are the most cost-effective
mitigation strategies.
As documented elsewhere in this
issue of the Journal, there is clear
evidence that certain groups-as, for
example, subsistence fishermen,
migrant farm workers, and residents of
inner urban areas-experience elevated
exposures to hazardous environmental
pollutants. It is unclear, however,
whether these exposures account, in
part, for the higher overall rates of
death and disease observed among
disadvantaged groups and ethnic
minorities.
There are clear and dramatic
differences between ethnic groups for
both disease and death rates.
Age-specific death rates, for example,
are higher for African American males
and females than for their white
counterparts in all age groups from 0
to 84 years of age. Furthermore, overall
death rates from cancer are greater in
blacks than whites for both males and
females. For other ethnic minorities,
the overall cancer mortality is lower
than for whites. There is, however,
substantial variation in the mortality
rates associated with different types of
cancer.
MARCHIAPRIL 1992

Surprisingly, very little data are
available on disease and death rates
categorized by important
socioeconomic variables. Closer
examination reveals that the United
States is the only western country with
a high standard of living whose
government does not collect mortality
statistics by class indicators, such as
income, education, and occupation.
Recently, there has been an
academic debate about whether the

With the notable exception of
lead, there is a paucity of
data relating class and race
to specific environmental
pollutants and associated
health effects.
differences in cancer rates between
blacks and whites can be explained by
the effects of poverty. Some scientists
believe that if the differences in
socioeconomic characteristics could be
eliminated, then blacks would actually
have a lower overall cancer rate than
whites. Others suggest that while
poverty and lifestyle can explain part
of the difference, there is still a
significant amount of variation that
can only be explained by race.
The observed differences in the rates
of disease and death among ethnic
groups are undoubtedly caused by a
combination of factors, including
economic, social, cultural. biological.
and environmental variables. Although
some of the differences are dramatic,
as with cancer rates, for example, the
contribution of environmental
pollution is unclear.
With the notable exception of lead,
there is a paucity of data relating class
and race to specific environmental
pollutants and associated health
effects. In the case of lead, the

evidence is unequivocal: A higher
percentage of black children than
white children have elevated blood
lead levels. All socioeconomic and
ethnic groups have children with lead
in their blood high enough to cause
concern about adverse health
consequences; however, a significantly
higher percentage of black children
compared to white children, regardless
of socioeconomic strata, have
unacceptable levels of lead in their
blood.
In general, it is not possible based
on the existing scientific evidence to
link class and race directly to
differences in the rates of
environmentally induced disease or
injury. There is evidence, however, as
mentioned earlier, to suggest that
exposures to some environmental
pollutants vary according to
socioeconomic and ethnic variables.
These differences in exposures result
from the fact that disadvantaged
people, including ethnic minorities,
tend to come into contact with higher
pollution levels because of where they
live, what they eat and drink, and how
they earn their living. The available
scientific basis for evaluating the
equity question, although meager, is
sufficient to raise serious and
immediate concerns for researchers,
risk assessors, and risk managers.
Owing to the complexity of
environmentally induced disease, it is
often difficult or impossible to
establish a direct causal link with
pollutant exposures. Nevertheless, the
evidence suggesting that poor people
and ethnic minorities experience
higher exposures to many
environmental contaminants is
compelling. o
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The Public Health Service Looks at Hazards to Minorities

T

he Agency for Toxic Substances
and Disease Registry (ATSDR) is a
U.S. Pub lic Health Service agency
headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia.
ATSDR was created to implement the
health-related measures mandated
under the Comprehensive
Environmental Response,
Compensation, and Liabi lity Act of
1980 (the "Superfund" law). As part of
its response to this charge, ATSDR
established a minor:ty health initiative
to address the health impact of
hazardous waste on minority
commun iti es. The initiative focuses on
four a reas: demographics, hea lth
perspectives, health communication ,
and health education.

be tapped include city directori es (the
city directory often lists occupation
and is broken down alphabetically by
name and also by street address) , plat
maps in rural areas (plat maps indicate
ownership of land), the county
courthouse (mortgage and other
housing information might help
establish the variable length of
residence), and planning commissions
(building permits).
Health Perspectives

Health status and access to adequate
health care may contribute
significantly to the impact of
env ironmental contamination on
minority communit ies. Significant ddta
gaps
exist regard ing the relationships
Demographics
between low-l evel exposures and
To determine the proximity of
effects. For example, lead is a
hazardous waste sites to minority
pervasive contaminant that has
communities, ATSDR will utilize the
disproportionately affected minority
Geographic Information System (GIS).
communities; however, additional
A pilot of fi ve National Priorities List
research is needed to determine its
(NPL) sites has been tested using both
bioavailabi lity in various media (water,
manual and computerized
soil , slag) and to further define effects
methodologies for determining
that may result from low-level
population densities and
exposures (blood lead levels of less
demographics. In addition, ATSDR is
than 10 micrograms per deciliter
currently using GIS to eva luate a
(µ.g/dl)).
randomly selected set of 30 NPL sites.
Through an extensive literature
As a result of our pilot tests , we have
search and the establishment of a
determined the GIS to be the best
strong environmental health data base ,
methodology for id enti fying potentially we have confirmed the paucity of
impacted minority populations.
information specifi cally linking
In the future, ATSDR will focus on
pre-existing health factors and
determining the relative proximity of
increased risk to environmental
minority communities to al l sites on
contamination. ATSDR is therefore
the NPL. Data for each site ca n th en be sponsoring a substance-specific
integrated into a larger database and
research program through the
analyzed using descriptive and
Association for Minority Health
inferential stati sti cal techniques . An
Professions Schools (AMHPS).
important data source for that
ATSDR's public health studies have
integration is the 1990 Census of
identified specific sites adversely
Population and Housing, whic h
impacting minority communities. The
includes 100 percent population and
impact of lead in soil (as high as
housi ng counts and characteristi cs.
20,000 parts per million (ppm)) on a
Other possible sources of data that will predominantly Hispanic community in
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WDat'sKnown,
WDat'sNot
by Cynthia H. Harris and
Robert C. Williams

Colorado res ulted in ATSDR's issuing
a public health advisory. In add ition ,
ATSDR and the state of Colora do
collected samples of blood to detect
lead levels in potentially exposed
susceptible pop ulations (i.e., children,
pregnant women).
ATSDR is currently conducting
various pilot and ep idemiological
health studies for Native American
communities. Mercury contamination
in fish is a primary concern in the
Everglades (Florida), in Fond-du-lac
(Minnesota), and with the Puyallup
tribe (Washington). The prevalence of
PCBs in the breast milk of Native
American women of the St. Regis
Mohawk tribe (of New York) was
discussed during ATSDR's National
Minority Health Conference held in
December 1990. Consequently, a health
study is being sponsored by the
Agency. In addition, ATSDR has
signed an interagency agreement with
the Indian Health Service to address
the public health needs and concerns
of Native Americans as they relate to
the release of hazardous substances
into the environment.
Lifestyle and cu lture can play
important roles. In conjunction with
the Connecticut Department of Health
and the Hispanic Health Council,
ATSDR helped identify the prevalen ce
of the use of elemental mercury
(azogue) for ritualistic purposes
(Santeria). Specific botanicas that sol d
azogue were identified in the Hartford
area, and it was found that the most
prevalent users were within th e
Hispanic community. The Connecticut
Department of Health is determining

(Dr. Horris is Chief of the Community
Health Branch and Will iams is
Director of the Division of Health
Assessment and Consultation a t the
Agency for Toxi c Substances a nd
Disease Registry in Atlanta, Georgia .)
EPA JOUR NAL

how best to convey information
regarding the potential hea lth hazards
associated with the use of the material.

Health Education and Communication
The toxic effects of environmental
contamination and environmental
health issues must be communicated
to minority communities. Such
communication can be aided by

training minority health care providers
in how to address environmental
health concerns.
ATSDR is attempting to meet those
training needs and has developed and
implemented several health education
activities. For instan ce, ATSDR is
working closely with AMHPS schools
to identify and conduct pertinent
environmental substance-specific
research. ATSDR has also assisted in

-

Fishing opposite a dump in south
Chicago. Inner-city residents may
find environmental risks at every
turn-includi ng, here, a possible
dietary risk from contaminated fish .
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establishing a doctoral program in
environmental toxicology at Florida
A&M University in which ATSDR staff
serve as advisory board members. In
many rural communities , pharmacists
are the first line of health care, so
ATSDR has identified minority
pharmacists as local health
professionals responsible for
identifying populations at risk and
communicating that risk to th eir
communities. The National Medical
Association (NMA) is one of the ol dest
minority health care professional
organizations. ATSDR has become an
active participant in NMA activities by
conducting environmental health
workshops at regional NMA meetings
and presenting at national NMA
meetings.
ATSDR also realizes that
communities want to be informed and
involved and has established
Community Assistance Panels (CAPs)
in several communities. The purpose
is to provide a forum for exchanging
information between ATSDR and the
affected community during the
preparation of a public health
assessment or conduct a health study.
For example, a CAP has been
established to address concerns
regarding environmental
contamination in the Southeast
Chicago area. The CAP members have
been active in assisting ATSDR
determine community concerns,
identify contamination sources, and
disseminate information about
ATSDR's programs and activities. For
that site, CAP meetings will be held
quarterly throughout the publi c h ealth
assessment process. o
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Inner City Children
Suffer Most
by Joel Schwartz and
Ronnie Levin

T

o some extent, everyone is exposed
to lead because industrialized
society has widely contaminated the
environment with it. Sophisticated
geochemical analyses show that lead
contamination in the United States is
hundreds of times higher than in
pre-industrialized times. Moreover,
lead contam inates every part of the
environment- air, s urface and ground
water, soil- and each medium serves
as a potential pa thway of human
exposure. Curren t body burdens of
lead, on the average, are estimated to
be 1,000 times higher than in
prehistoric humans. Lead exposure
and uptake are particularly
problematic in children, who may
suffer irrevers ible effects, including
learn ing impairment, as a result.
But while everyone is exposed to
some lead , lead has a very skewed

(Schwartz is a Sen ior Scienti st with
EPA's Office of Policy, Planning, and
Evaluation. Levin is Chief of the Water
Staff, Office of Technology Transfer
and Regulatory Support , in the Office
of Research and Development.)
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measure of blood lead concentrations.
For black children, however, the
average blood lead level was 21 µg/dl;
for children in the lowest fifth of
family income, 20 µg/dl. Blood lead
levels were notably elevated for
children living in inner city areas.
Poor black children in the inner city
had an average blood lead level of 23
µg/dl .
To p ut this latter figure in
perspective, consider that the Centers
for Disease Control recommended in
the 1980s that any child with a blood
lead level of 25 µ g/dl or higher be
given a fu ll-day test to determine
whether hospitalization was needed.
An even more dramatic comparison:
Recently, a child with a blood lead
level of 144 µ g/dl died from massive
brain damage. In other words, poor
black children in inner city
neighborhoods in the 1970s had
a verage blood lead concentrations
Urban Children 0.5-5 Years Old with Elevated amounting to over 15 percent of a
Blood Levels, by Race and Income
potentially fatal dose . For no other
toxic
substance in modern times has
100%
the average exposure for a large group
been so c lose to the fatal dose .
Fortunately, a great deal of progress
Black
has been made in reducing blood lead
BO
levels in the United States , due in no
small part to restrictions on lead in
O white
gasoline. More than half of the average
blood lead level in U.S. children in the
1970s was attributable to lead in
gasoline emissions. When unleaded
gasoline was introd uced and the
amount of lead limited in leaded
gasoline, those emissions decl ined
dramaticall y. Lead in gasoline today is
less than half a percent of what it was
at its maximum, and it w ill be banned
entirely in 1996.
Other actions to reduce lead
exposures have also had a significant
impact, and continued im provements
are expected. For example, the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) has
Less than
taken steps to substantially reduce the
$6,000
u se of lead solder in canned food,

profile of exposure and uptake by race
and social class-probably more so
than any of the other major pollutants
to which the general population is
exposed. Lead also differs from most
pollutants in another, more positive
respect: In the last two decad es , we 've
made the greatest progress in reducing
overall lead exposure. Still, while
exposures have been red uced overall,
minority an d lower income children
retain a higher risk of elevated blood
lead levels, a disparity that has been in
evidence for decades.
In th e Second National Health and
Nutri tion Examination Survey
(NHANES II), conducted between 1976
and 1980 , the average blood lead level
for children aged 6 and under was
found to be 16 micrograms of lead per
deciliter of blood (µ g/d l)-which is the
most comm only used standard

EPA JOU RNAL

Normal hand-to-mo uth aclivit) 1 of small
children can poison them.

Lead Free Kids pholo.

formerly a significant source of lead
exposure. At present, average blood
lead level in American children is
estima ted to be under 6 µg/dl ,
considerably lower than found in
NHANES II.
In addit ion, EPA recently issued
ru les requ iring water supp liers to make
their water less corrosive. Lead
contaminates drinking water when the
water corrodes the materials of the
pub lic water system and the plumbing
within the home; also when lead is
leached from the lead so lder used to
join copper pipes , from lead pipes and
connections, and from fauce ts and
other plumbing fix tures. Therefore,
reducing the corrosivity of the water is
expected to significantly reduce lead
levels in drinking water.
To date, the overall improvement
has been dramatic in that blood lead
leve ls in every age, race, sex, and
income category have decreased
throughout the country. Ironically,
however, the general decline appears
to have increased the disparity in
blood lead levels by race and social
class. While income and especially
race have always been important
variables of exposure, we expect that
the continuing decline in the blood
lead leve ls in the general population
MARCH/APR IL 1992

will make race and income even better
indicators now than previously of the
likel ihood of elevated blood lead
levels.
The obvious question is , Why?
Gasoline, of course, was a lead
exposure source that affected the entire
population. Most of the lead particles
emitted from car tail pipes are quite
small, and their distribution across
urban areas is relatively uniform.
Everyone breathes the air, and
everyone benefitted when lead was
curtai led in gasoline. Similarly , most
of the population benefi tted when the
use of lead solder in canned food was
eliminated.
In contrast, exposure to lead paint, a
ma jor remaining exposure pathway , is
much less uniform. Hous ing bu ilt
before 1950 is most likely to contain
paint w ith high concentra tions of lead.
After 1950, the lead content of pain t
declined substantially , and the use of
lead paint for houses was banned in
the 1970s. Survey data from the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) indicate tha t 90
percent of housing built before 1940
contains some lead paint , as does 62
percent of housing built between 1960
and 1979. The survey assumes that
virtually no housing built after 1980

contains lead paint.
Furthermore, older houses tend to
have paint with higher lead
concentrations: 75 percent of the
pre-1940 housing had paint lead at
concentrations higher than 2 mg/cm 2
(double the level commonly defined as
indicating the presence of lead paint).
compared to only 18 percent of houses
built between 1960 and 1979.
Therefore , the presence of lead
paint-and the concentration of lead in
the paint- varies widely from house to
house.
But the mere presence of lead paint
or even the concentration of lead in
the paint does not tell the whole story.
For one thing, the condition of the
paint is critical. Lead paint that is well
covered with non-lead paint, and in
good condition, results in much lower
lead exposures than exposed paint in
poor condition. Everyone knows about
children being poisoned by eat ing lead
paint chips. But that's not really
common. In fact, most cases of lead
paint poisoning seem to occur from th e
ingestion of common household dust
that has been contaminated with lead.
The normal hand-to-mouth ac tivit y of
small children results in their
ingesting enough contaminated dust to
raise their blood lead levels and even
to poison them .
In homes with lead paint in
deteriorated condit io n. th e
concentrations of lead in th e dust are
likely to be high . Adults as well as
children are exposed to du st- dust
that settles on plates and glasses, dust
that contaminates carpets and
furnishings, dust that we brea th e, elc.
More dust can mean higher lead
exposures. Simply put, for th e same
presence of lead paint on the wall , the
degree of risk presented can vary
widely depending on how mu ch
exposure there is- how deteriorated
the paint is, how much lead infiltrates
the house dust , how mu ch dust is
present, and what the activity pattern s
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are for children and other family
members.
For all these reasons, exposure to
lead from paint, unlike lead from
gasoline, is highly variable. Some
houses have lead paint; some don't.
Some buildings have lead paint in
poor condition. The more dilapidated
the housing, the higher the lead
exposures are like ly to be. Housing
condition is largely a function of
income.
Lead-contaminated soi l is another
so urce of exposure. but again the
degree of potential exposure is highly
variable. Decades of lead emissions
from gasoline now contaminate urban
soils, along with some deposition from
other sources of lead . In old er
residential areas, more th an a century's
use of lead in exterior house paint has
raised soi l lead levels.
Soil contamina ted by lead can be a
sign ificant exposure source, espec ially
for children. And once more, the
expos ure of poor and minori ty
children is likely Lo be higher, both
because lower income and minority
groups are more heavily concentrated
in older urba n areas and because their
yards are more likely to have exposed
soil- in other words, less likely Lo
have ground cover, lawn furniture,
swing sets. or other barriers to th e so il.
So, again , even for the sa me
con tamination level in the soi l, lower
income children are likely to have
higher actual exposures. Of co urse.
higher lead levels in soils and more
exposed soil also increase the
likelihood of introducin g lead into
interior house dust, another pathway
for lead exposure.
There are still other lead exposure
sources that disproportionately affect
lower income and minority groups.
One is occupational expos ure. Several
surveys suggest tha t both groups are
heavi ly represented in jobs at risk of
having high occupat ional lead
exposures. These occupations incl ude
con struction , primary and secondary
44

For no other toxic substance
in modern times has the
average exposure for a large
group been so close to the
fatal dose.
smelting, automobile repair, welding.
and salvage work. Occupational
exposures in adults are often linked
with elevated lead levels in other
family members, especially chi ldren.
Unfortunately, occupationally exposed
workers have not shown the same
overall decrease in blood lead leve ls
that has been seen in the general
population over the past 15 years .
Certain consumer products also
represent exposure sources that are
likely to affect specific ethnic groups .
Several studies have indicated that
some traditional medicines, cosmetics,
a 11 J foods from a range of cultures can
contain high levels of lead . These
goods, along with ethnic and
handmade potteries that leach h ~ gh
lead levels, can a ll be sources qj
increased lead exposure and even
toxic ity. Brass and especially bronze
are used for cooking and eating
utensils in several cultures; both alloys
can conta in and leach high levels of
lead.
It is important to note that while
FDA has been successfu l in work in g
with the U.S. food processing industry
to el iminate the use of lead solder in
cans produced domesticall y, im ported
cans are not current ly regulated in thi s
way. Some ethnic groups co nsume
significant quantities of imported
canned foods, and they are at risk of
higher lead exposure from this source.
These last points raise a difficult
issue. Children or ad ults may have
elevated blood lead levels both
because of higher environmental
exposures and because of behavior
patterns that increase intake. The use
of certain traditional remedies or
canned foods with lead is one such
behavior pattern. The degree of
hand-to-mouth activi ty or the
frequency of hand washing can
modulate exposures. Many ot her
factors can also affect a child 's
exposure to and uptake of lead from
the environmen t, including nutritional
status, eating habits. adult-to-child

ratio, etc. To be full y effective,
successful intervention progra ms must
target behavior as well as the physical
environment.
Because of the factors disc ussed in
this arti cle, we expect that blood lead
levels have probably fal len by a
smaller than average percentage in
poor inner city neighborhoods and
among certain ethnic racial groups.
Equity considerations are a major
concern with lead exposure, in part
because such exposure is associated
with increased risk of compromised
cognitive development and abilities
and resulting substandard school
performance. The inequity of imposing
such a burden on children of lower
socio-economic status and/or ch ildren
frum disadvantaged ethnic or racial
groups is obvious: It compou n ds their
burden by leaving them with fewer
skills to overcome the disadvantages
that face them.
By d esign, EPA regulations and
programs have thu s far aimed
primarily to reduce the general
population's exposure to lea d . The
Centers for Disease Control and other
federal agencies are now developing a
nationwide strategy to address lead
paint exposure, which is currently the
most important exposure sou rce. This
strategy specificall y targets lead
exposures predominant ly affecting
children who are already
disadvantaged.
EPA is participating in the
development and implementat ion of
the s trategy in several ways: by
helping to des ign training programs for
lead paint abatement workers, by
conduct ing research on innovative
approac hes that can reduce the cost of
lead paint abatement , and by providing
technical ass istance to CDC a nd HUD
in designing their programs. If fully
implemented, these initiatives should
reduce the disparity in lead exposures
among the U.S. population. o
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Grass-Roots Groundswel
AN
INTRODUCTION
by Norris McDonald

T

In D etroi t, neighborhood organizations plant trees in remembrance of
young peop le who have be n killed in street violence.
MARCHIAPRIL 1992

he en vironmenta l status of
minority communiti es in America
can be defined by the effects of the
dominant culture's practi ces of
consumption , competition . and
conquest. The dominant culture
conquered th e alive Americans ,
enslaved Africans, and competed
among its members for ownership and
exploitation of natural resources, thus
setting the tone for minorities'
environmental circumstances today.
This is the context in which minority
communities have experienced and
continue to face disproportionate
impacts from environmental problems.
Histori call y, America's dominant
culture has exerted ecological
dominance over minorities including
African Ameri cans , Native Americans,
and Latino Ameri cans. The record of
this dominance is fam iliar. Moreover,
the general public is becom ing
increasingly aware of the
environmental aspects of thi s legacy.
Environmental racism and equity
issues are being articu lated,
researched, and documented. The
challenge lies in w here minority
communities go from here.
In recent decades, minority groups
have competed successfully for some
civil liberties. This achievement
significantly increased their freedom of
movement and opportunity. However ,
African America ns are sti ll reeling
from the effects of hundreds of years of
degradation. African Americans lead
the nation in virtually every health
risk category. American society is as
segregated as ever: There is a white
side and minority side of town in
virtually every major city in the United
States.
Minority communiti es have been
45
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and remain. in short. environmental
dumping grounds. Will the dominant
culture. which has not been known to
redistribute natural resources lo th e
benefit of minority groups, relinquish
its control of such resources? Will the
dominant culture clean up minority
communities? Will it red irect the
nation's vast resources in a massive
environmental reclamation program in
minority communities? Will it embrace
minority cultures as its own and
thoroughly integrate itself into these
communities? History provides no
precedent for such occurrences.
Therefore, minority communities will
have to take the initiative to eliminate
environmental pollution by whatever
means necessary.
Some 20 years ago, comedian and
nutritionist Dick Gregory noted that
"America is insecure . . .. Americans
will permit the conti nu atio n of a
polluted system which makes bill ions
of dollars through reckless pollution."
jazz musician Mil es Davis addressed
envi ronm ental issues in his
autobiography: "[P]ollution is
everywhere. Polluted lakes, oceans,
rivers; polluted ground, trees. fis h
everyth ing. I mean they're just ... so
greedy. I'm talking abou t whites who
are doing this ... Ito] the ozone
layer."
What can minority comm unities do
to reclaim their environmental
destiny'~ Ult ima tely, minority
communities have one of two c hoi ces
for c leani ng u p their environments: (1)
replace the dominant culture; or (2)
clean up their own env ironm ents. The
first choice is probably not practical or
possible. The second choice is
immin ently practical and definit ely
possible. [n fact , minority commu niti es
must lead the way in cleaning up their
own communities. To the exten t that
the dominant culture is willing or able
to nssist, so much the better. However,
minorit. communities can not afford to
wait for the dominan t cu lture to ''get
environmental religion," so to speak.
What will this minority
environmental clean-up campaign look
like·~ Minority communities need to
implement an all-ou t effo rt.
comparable to but larger than the civil
4

rights movement of the 1960s, to clean
up the air, water, food, land , toxic
wastes, and toxic behavior. In addition
to cleaning up the neighborhood, this
effort will provide development,
employment, and economic power
within minority communities.
Many urban minority communities
are located in areas that are
consistently in violation of the Clean
Air Act. Asthma is killing African
Americans in unprecedented numbers.
Black males in urban areas are five
times as like ly to die from asthma as
whites in the sam e setti ngs. Minorities
must eliminate ground-level ozone and
otherwise clean the air in their
communities. Lead poisoning is
causing tragic disabilities among
minority children: The sources of thi s
lead contamination must be removed.
Minorities must clean up polluted
drinking water in their communit ies in
both urban and rural areas. They must
clean up the land and neutralize toxic
waste sites. Minority comm uni ties
must alter their food consumption
patterns to improve health. Toxic
behavior-drug killings, addictive drug
use, and crime--must be significan tly
reduced.
Minori ties do not own the refineries
or chemical facilities that h ave

produced the pollution dumped in
their backyards. Since they do not
have a vested interest in these
companies, minority communities are
in a unique position to lead the nation
to ward implementation of appropria te
energy and m anufacturing
technologies. There is an oppo rtuni ty
to play a leadersh ip role in fos tering a
nonpolluting, innovative, competitive
economic renaissance.
Environmental justice will be
attained as minority commun ities rid
themselves of pollution problems.
Environmental racism will become
irrel evant as environmental so luti ons
are adopted and maintained by
minorit communities that are now
disproportionately polluted .
There rea lly isn't an alterna tive. The
very health and existence of some of
these communities are on the li ne. The
time has come to seize the
environmental initiative and clean up
minority communit ies by whatever
means n ecessary. The stories tha t
follow provide some examp les of what
can be ach ieved when commu nity
groups take the initiative on behalf of
their own environment. u

(McDonald is President of the Center
for Environment, Commerce, and
Energy in Washington. DC.)
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ettleman City, Californi a. When a
small group of Latino farm
workers refused to go to the back of a
hearing room to get testimony
translated into Spanish , they took a
first step in combat ing environmenta l
racism.
Like many other minority
communities around the nation , they
got angry and they got even. To
anyone who would listen, they argued
that if a littl e town with a 95-percent
Latino popu lation was expected to
accept the state 's first commercial
hazardous waste incinerator, then
government and industry could damn
well provide the environmental reports
in Spanish.

On December 31, 1991 , they won a
civil rights lawsuit filed a year ago in
the Sacramento County Superior Court
by a public-interest anti-poverty law
firm, the California Rural Legal
Assistance Foundation. Judge Jeffrey L.
Gunther ruled that Kings County. in
the heart of the Central Valley, failed
to follow California law when it
prepared an environmental report on
Chemical Waste Management Inc. 's
proposed incinerator and rushed
approval through the board of
supervisors . The county didn't
properly analyze the impacts on air
quality, agricultural crops, and grazing ,
nor did it ana lyze the cumul ative
environmental and health effects from
the proposed incinerator, highway
traffic, and other sources, the judge
ruled.
It was a strong victory for the li ttle
community: The court agreed that the
Latino community had been left out of
the process that led to county
approval, the first step in siting the
incinerator.
"The residents of Kettleman City,
almost 40 percent of whom were
monolingual in Spanish, expressed
continuous and strong interest in
participating" in the review process fo r
the Chem Waste faci lity, "just four
miles from their homes," the judge

Copyrigh t /ohn \\'. Emmons.

Latino farm
workers
display signs.
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wrote. "Their meaningful invo lvement
in the review process was effectively
precluded by the absence of Spanish
translation." Kings County was told to
do the report over, this time following
the law.
The decision could delay the project
at least a year, even if the county or
Chem Waste appeals it. The facility
still must get state and federal permits.
"This just goes to show that Latino
farm workers can be heard ," said Mary
Lou Mares , a leader of El Pueblo para
el Aire y Agua Limpio (People for
Clean Air and Water), when she heard
the news. "The next step is a voting
drive to fl ex our muscles and get some
of these supervisors turned out of
office. "
Kings County assistant planning
director Bill Zumwalt was shocked
over the court decision. "The
legislature has never passed a law that
requires environmental docum en ts to
be prepared in languages other than
English," he said. But times are
changing, and in many parts of the
country the days of empty hearing
rooms and uncontested decisions are
over. In California, Mothers of East Los
Angeles and Concerned Citizens of
South Central Los Angeles-Latino and
African American groups- support th e
Kettleman City protest, as do the
National Toxics Campaign and
Greenpeace, which first alerted the
communi ty to the hearings on Chem
Waste's proposed incinerator. In
March , Kettleman citizens hosted
residents of Tijuana who came fo r
information and support. Kettleman's
El Pueblo backs the Mexicans'
opposition to Chem Waste's opening a
new hazardous waste incinerator
across the border in Baja California
this spring.
Armed with studies, minority
activists say they' re bearing the
greatest brunt of the nation 's toxic
waste. And beca use they're powerless
and many times poor, they don 't ha ve
the clout to keep it out of their
neighborhoods or anyone else's. The
town of 1 ,500 has a 95-percent Lati no
population. In 1980, the average fa mily
income was $13,714.
Chem Waste spokeswoman Sylvia
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Vickers in Kettleman City says the
waste sites are chosen because they're
environmentally sound and not
because of social conditions. "An
understanding of the hazardous waste
business shows that all of our facilities
are based on environmental reason.
Kettleman is one of the most ideal
locations. It doesn 't come in contact
with usable ground water," Vickers
said.
The company's three other
incinerators are located in poor, black
neighborhoods-Chicago's South Side,
Sauget, Illinoi s, and Port Arthur,
Texas. It also owns the nation's largest
hazardous waste disposal and
treatment facility, in Alabama's Sumter
County- nearly 70 percent black, with
more than a third living in poverty.
The fourth burner would be built
here in Kettleman City to take up to
100 million pounds of chemical wastes
a year.
Much of the opposition stems from
Kettleman City's already playing host
to the nation's fourth largest hazardous
waste landfill, which is also operated
by Chem Waste. Last year, Kettleman
City residents were disappointed and
angry when EPA approved a big
expansion of the facility.
The people feel they've taken their
share of toxic garbage. "We don't feel
that EPA is looking out for our
interests," said Mares. "They come
around all cooperative and seem very
sympathetic. But the EPA is the one
that 's pushing incineration. They don 't
stop giving out permits. So how can
we believe them?" o

by Linda R. Prout

T

hey are named after a celluloid
character of comic proportions, but
for the Toxic Avengers there is nothing
funny or fanciful about their fight to
clean up their Brooklyn, New York,
neighborhood.

For the last four years, this group of
Latino and African American high
school and col lege students has waged
a very real battle to rid Wi lliamsburg,
considered one of New York's most
polluted communities, of hazardous
materials and of a company that
harbors them. They have lectured ,
marched , and rallied and , in the
process, inspired other Williamsburg
residents to become environmen tal
activists.
"The movement is going strong,"
reports 16-year-old Benny Vasquez , a
dedicated member of the Toxic
Avengers. "A lot more people are
getting involved in environmental
issues."
The Toxic Avengers' main target has
been the Radiac Research Corporation,
a company which stores and transports
toxic waste and low-level radioactive
and flammab le materials. Their

(Kay is the environmen tal writer for
the San Francisco Examiner. In April
1991, she wrote a four-part series

Students in
Brooklyn, New
York, are waging
war on hazardous
wastes .

entitled "Toxic Racism.")

(Prout is a free-lance journalist based
in New York.}
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demonstrations against Radiac have
attracted hundreds of participants.
Radiac has been in Williamsburg for
more than two decades and has
consistently received a clean safety
report from the state's Department of
Environmental Conservation. But
Williamsburg residents have criticized
its location next to a public school
playground. The Toxic Avengers
contend that Radiac's presence in their
inner city neighborhood is an example
of environmental racism.
"Most toxic sites are in poorer,
mostly minority communities," says
Vasquez.
Williamsburg is a working class
neighborhood that shares a peninsula
in northeast Brooklyn with the
commµnity of Greenpoint. Once
predominantly Jewish, today most of
WiJliamsburg's 40,000 residents are
Latinos from the Caribbean and Central
America.
According to a report released three
years ago by the Community
Environmental Health Center at New
York's Hunter College, at least 28
facilities in the
Williamsburg-Greenpoint area stored
large amounts of toxic waste. Eleven of
these facilities housed substances
classified by EPA as "extremely
dangerous" in quantities exceeding
government recommendations.
Adding to the health risks is
Williamsburg's location. The
neighborhood is crisscrossed by the
expansive Williamsburg Bridge and an
elevated highway, two roadways
jammed day and night with cars
emitting toxic fumes.
The Toxic Avengers meet in the
shadow of that expanse, at a
community center called "El Puente"
(Spanish for "the bridge"). The group
grew out of a course in environmental
science that Jose Morales, a lifelong
Williamsburg resident, was teaching
there in 1988. Sent into the streets to
research a class project, Morales'
students discovered an empty lot
littered with drums oozing toxic
liquids. Environmental agencies were
called in to clean up. But there was
much more work to be done. Morales
invited other students to participate,
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and the Toxic Avengers were born. He
named the group after a movie
character who fell into a vat of slime
and emerged a mutant crusader against
polluters.
The group varies in size from a
previous high of 12 to its current eight
members. But the young activists, aged
16 to 20, are constantly recruiting and
steadily taking on new projects. They
recently started a recycling program at
El Puente and soon will take that
campaign throughout the
neighborhood. They are starting
workshops to teach community
members that combating pollution
should be a .Priority just like fighting
against drugs and crime.
And they have taken their message
on the road. These "environmental
ambassadors" have traveled to
conferences around the country,
conducting workshops and serving as
role models for other inner city youth.
"What we try to tel.I other young
people is that they have power, they
have the ability to change things,"
stressed Rosa Rivera, 21, a college
student and original member of the
Toxic Avengers.
Group members are heartened to see
more people of color becoming
involved in the environmental
movement. It wasn't always that way.
"The movement has been very
white," explained Rivera. "We would
go to conferences and be the only
Latinos there. But slowly that is
changing."
The Toxic Avengers have helped
that change come about in their own
community by printing all their
literature in both English and Spanish.
For their efforts, they have received
public service awards from the
Citizens' Committee for the City of
New York and from the New York
Daily News.
"Groups like the Toxic Avengers can
make a significant difference," said
Democratic state legislator Joseph
Lento!, who represents the
Williamsburg-Greenpoint area.
By educating their own community
and motivating residents to become
active in environmental issues, they
already have. o

THf Pflf
DfffNSf
fUND
by Rick Carroll

N

amed for Hawaii's volcano
goddess and sworn to protect the
islands, the Pele Defense Fund is a
fiery, grass-roots organization with
impact mighty as its namesake.
It has thwarted the Aloha State's
effort to tap a live volcano and harness
its steam in a $4 billion, federally
funded experiment in a rain forest on
Hawaii, the largest tropical island in
the Pacific.
Pele (pay-lay) is the legendary
Hawaiian fire goddess who causes
volcanoes to erupt. Despite 170 years
of Christianity, many Hawaiians not
only believe in Pele's power, they still
worship her-and for good reason.
Since January 3, 1983, Madame Pele,
as she is known, has thrown up
enough red hot lava, it is estimated, to
build a four-foot wide, four-inch deep
sidewalk from Honolulu to New York
every two days.
The eruptions, still in progress,
began soon after the first drills pierced
the east rift Zone of 13,679-foot Mauna
Loa; one eruption inundated 10,000
acres of the original site with lava.
Madame Pele was angry, Hawaiians
said.
A dozen outraged· islanders first took
up Madame Pele's defense in 1982
only to be dismissed as pot-smoking
hippies by the local media.
"Nobody took us seriously at first,"

(Carroll, author of Great Outdoor
Adventures of Hawaii (Foghorn Press,
San Francisco) covers Hawaii and the
Pacific for United Press International.)
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said Ralph Palikapu Dedman , the
founding president.
Their cause was not immediately
understood even in Hawaii, where
fewer than 20 percent of the
population is Hawaiian , because it
recalled a rcane Hawaiian religious
rites many thought abandoned .
"We worship nature gods, like Pele,"
Dedman said.
This native Hawaiian belief, Dedman
claims, has been "ongoing for
thousands of years"-much like rites
of native American Indian s who find
spiritua lity in nature.
"The forest is to us like a cath edral
to Christians," he said. "To poke hol es
in Pele is sacrilegious."
In 1988, th e Pele Defe;1se Fund
brought its cause to national attention
in full-page ads in the San Francisco
Chroni cle and the New York Times.
Cla im ing Hawaii would become an
"industrial slum," the ads stressed the
importance of native religious rites and
deplored the geoth erma l plant in the
2 7,000-acre Wao Kele 0 Puna rain
forest as "Ugly. Toxic, Costly &
Sacril egious." An illustration showed a
"new" Hawaii jammed by high rise
hotels, its landscape marred by
thousands of 10-story electrical towers;
a geothe rmal plant pumps out volcanic
steam to chill Waikiki's 50,000
air-conditioned tourist hote l rooms 150
miles away.
Their mouse roar focused med ia
attention on the struggle in the rain
forest between native Hawaiians who
worship a fire goddess and wildcat
drillers from Wyoming trying to plumb
the world's most active vo lcano for
steam.
"It renlly cha nged the awareness,"
Dedman said. "We are five thousand
strong now. People from all over th e
world support our cause."
Ecology groups like the Sierra Club,
Greenpeace, EarthFirst , and the
Rainforest Action Network took up the
defense of th e Wao Kele 0 Puna (it
means ··green forest"). which is home
to endangered Hawaiian birds. insects.
plants-and on occasion humans .
"As native Hawaiian s, we are part of
the ecosystem of these islands,"
Dedman said. " If we are as important
~o

as an endangered tree, environmental
groups should chain themselves to us
as much as they would a tree."
For Pele worshippers th e battle to
save what the New York Times ca lled
"the last big tropical rain forest in the
United States" is still being fought in
state and federal co urts.
With legal aid from the Sierra Club,
they won a federal court decis ion last
summer requiring an environmental
impact report before "a single penny of
federal money can be spent. " Ded man
said.
The U.S. Departme nt of Energy
study may take up to two years.
The Pele Defense Fund called for a
boycott of Hawaii 's products and its $8
billion-a-year visitor industry in 1988.

Struggle in 1he rain foresl. Rcllph
Palikapu Dec/man: "To poke holes in
Pele is sacrilegious."

Brad '"'""'s P''"'"

Hick Com11/ photo

An1i-geo1herma l pro1es1s in Hawaii
draw many supporlers.
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The boycott fizzled, but the
hypocrisy issue- the United States
condoned the demise of Hawaii's rain
forest while condemning Third World
nations for similar
destruction-s urfaced on the desk of
Hawaii 's governor in the form of Good
Housekeeping Magazine's "Thumbs
Down" award . "We delivered it
personally," Dedman said. "He was a
little embarrassed. "
An advocate of geothermal for
oil-starved Hawaii, the governor lost
political face again when his own state
health director called geotherma l "the
stupidest thing we could possibly be
doing .. . in th e forest."
Last summer, a test well explod ed
and sent people fleeing noxious gases;
the hazardous conditions forced the
state to shut down operations.
It was the latest setback for the
haunted geothermal project. Or was
it- as Dedman and other native
Hawaiians believe-only Madame Pele
voicing her displeasure once aga in? o

THf
WATCHDOG
by Michael Novick

I

n March 1990, Dr. Russell Sherwin. a
pathologist at the University of
Southern California in Los Angeles ,
reported a study of autopsies on 100
youths, mostly black and Latino, who
had died from nonmedical causes.
Eighty percent had "notable lung
abnormalities"; 27 percent had "severe
lesions." Had they lived, in 15 years
they would have been candidates for
lung disease.
According to Sherwin , "the danger is
above and beyond smoking or even
respiratory viruses . . . much more
severe, more prevalent. These were
pretty young people ... running out
of lung. " Sherwin tried to factor out
other elements that would have
contributed to the lesions besides the
quality of the air. "The majority lived
in central L.A. ," he noted , "a lower
socio-economic area that might present
other [contributing] factors ."
But the Labor/Community
WATCHDOG, a grass-roots,
multi-racial, working class L.A. group
focusing on air pollution, thinks yo u
can't isolate chemica l factors from
other condi tions facing communities of
color and working people. They just
published L.A. 's Lethal Air: New
Strategies for Policy, Orgcmizing, and
Action, showing how class, race, and
gender oppression intersect with toxic
air-born e chemicals and smog to pu t
the greatest burden of pollution on the
worst off.
Recently, the WATCHDOG put
together the Social Equity Coalition to
seek amendments in regulations of the
South Coast Air Quality Manageme nt
District (AQMD) . The AQMD , a
regional agency operating und er state

(Novick is Los Angeles Bureau Chief
for the Guardian News Weekl y.)
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and federal mandates to clean up
L.A. 's air, adopted a regulation
requiring employers to limit the
number of individual drives to work
by employees. This "trip reduction"
regulation was meant to reduce smog
from auto emissions . How would this
laudatory goal be reached 7 Many large
employers would simply impose
parking fees . on the theory that the
" market" would force workers to
carpool (whi le producing a tidy
income for the employer).
The Social Equity Coalit ion
proposed requiring employers to
consider the differential impact of
their plans according to race, gender.
and income. Saying that fixed parking
fees to discourage driving p laced a
disproporti onate burden on lower
income em ployees. especiall y wom en
and minorities, they called fo r crafti ng
programs, like employer-provided vans
and on-site child care. which would be
more equitable yet more effective in
reducing unnecessary trips .
At a hearing in December 1991 . th e
coalition arrived with abou t 75
demonstrators and close to 20
witnesses. Thanks to months of
previous lobbying by th e coali tion .
AQMD staff recommended adopting
part of the amendment . focus ing on
income criteria. The coal ition pressed
for the fu ll package, giv ing worker
groups defined by race and gender the
stand ing to appea l discr iminatory "trip
redu ction" p lans. Despite oppos iti on
from empl oyers and from oth er
environmenta l groups , the AQMD
Board , composed of representatives of
local governing bodies throughout
southern Cal ifornia, adopted the entire
proposal on a nin e-to-two vote .
Eric Mann, directo r of the Labor
Comm unity Strategy Center. of which
the WATCHDOG is a project. attributes
the victory to working simultaneously
on "inside" and "outside" tracks. "We
had a mass demonstration in March ,
the first big, noisy ral ly at the AQMD's
headquarters. Then we knocked their
socks off when we went inside and
presented articulate, scientificall y
sound testimo ny from a broad array of
grou ps. The AQMD realizes tha t even
with its regulatory powers. it d epends
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on the voluntary compliance of
millions of individuals to make these
regulations work. Our coalition is the
only force organizing at the grass roots
around air pollution. "
The WATCHDOG wants
corporations which have profited from
pollution to pay to restore the air. It
wants the communities affected by
such economic decisions to have a say
in making them. The project grew out
of the effort to keep General Motors
from closing its plant in Van Nuys,
California. According to Chris Mathis
of the WATCHDOG, his experience as
an auto worker led him to see the need
to revita li ze the labor movement with
a broader social agenda that spoke to
his full identity as a black person, a
worker, and a community resident.
Mann and Mathis were led to focus on
air pollution by the realization that as
auto workers. they were involved in
the release of toxics and other
destructive chemicals. The
WATCHDOG sees dealing with the
issue as a civic responsibility and as a
steppingstone to the empowerment of
workers and communities of color.
According to Lisa Duran,

Coordinator of Education Services,
they "put forward a new organizational
model, based on conscious,
well-trained organizers who will
mobilize people into a multi-racial
membership organization " around a
long-range view. Duran emphasizes
they're organizing people around broad
social concerns, not just a desire to
keep toxics out of their own backyard.
"People move off a sense of justice as
well," she says. The group is taking on
the sense of powerlessness which can
grip oppressed communities. "We
emphasize to people that we can make
a difference," says Kikanza Ramsey,
Coordinator of Youth Outreach.
Mathis concurs. "We don't have lo
tell communities of color, or women ,
how they're discriminated against.
They 're well aware of that. We 're
trying lo change peop le 's sense of wha t
they're capable of, that people can
participate in the decisions of
production. By developing the abilitiPs
of working people and communities of
color to understand politics and
science in all their complexity, we're
expanding th eir sense of
possibility." o

Watchdog pholo.

Multi-ra cia l group in Lo Angeles won decision again l di criminalory plan for
reducing commuter lraffi
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D~TROIT
SUMM~R
by Grace Lee Boggs

M

ost Americans picture Detroit
today as a wasteland. Once a
thriving metropol is, it now resembles
the capital of a Third World nation . In
some sections near downtown, not a
single house still stands.
Over the last years, hundreds of
thousands of factory jobs have been
exported to Third World countries,
where labor is cheaper. So young
people who might otherw ise have been
working and making enough money to
raise families have been reduced lo
hustling for a living. As a result , the
numbers of teenage pregnancies and
single-parent households have soared.
Also, since the in vention of crack in
1985 , thousands of young people h ave
become part of th e "drug economy,"
bringi ng a tremendous increase in
violence.
But out of the depths of a city in
crisis, a new spiri t of struggle and
solidarity is st irring al the grass roots .
The turning point was in 1986-87. In
1986 , 43 children were killed and 365
children shot in street violence. As a
result, wherever people got together
informally in the black commun ity, the
discussion eventually got around to
the question, "What is happening to
our young people?"
Out of this discussion came the
formation in January 1987 of SAVE
OUR SONS AND DAUGHTERS
(SOSAD) by Clementine Barfield,
whose 16-year-old son had been killed
in the summer of 1986. With the goal
of creating a movement to do for our
period what the civil rights movement
did for the 1950s and 1960s, SOSAO
organizes m emorial services, marches,
rallies, and cease-fire vigils. It also
organizes conflict resolution
(Boggs is active in grass-roots
neighborhood efforts in Detroit.)
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Young aclivi ts urge The Detro it New s to rec ycle newsprint.

workshops and urban farm training
programs for young people. Because
SOSAD mothers refuse to be defeated
by adversity, because they refused to
see themselves only as victims of
racism , because they have been
organizing programs for pos itive
change for young people , th ey have
helped to empower other grass-roots
Detroi ters.
Soon other activities to reclaim our
city began to emerge. In the fall of
1988 , a citywide n etwork of
neighborhood organizations calling
itself WE-PROS. or WE THE PEOPLE
RECLAIM OUR STREETS , began
carrying on weekly , anti-crack marches
to break the cycle of fear in our
communities. Consi sting mostly of
older Detroiters determined not to
allow their homes and neighborhoods
to be d estroyed by crack deal ers,
WE-PROS march ers beat drums and
chant slogans like " UP WITH HOPE.
DOWN WITH DOPE! " and "HEY DOPE
DEALERS , YOU BETTER RUN AND
HIDE; PEOPLE ARE UNITING ON THE
OTHER SIDE."
To reaffirm the resili en ce of human
beings in th e mi dst of devasta tion ,
SOSAD, WE-PROS . a nd th e DETROIT
GREENS plant trees at sites where
young peopl e have been slain. On
MARCH/APRIL 1992

Earth Day 1990, they sponsored a mass
planting on Belle Isle in honor of all
children who had been killed in the
last decade .
Meanwhil e. all over the city
grass-roots organizations a nd
individuals have been "rehabbing"
abandoned homes. In the process, they
have b een h elping to beautify
neighborhoods , revive the work ethic,
restore the city's tax base, a nd give
hope to our young people. One of the
most moving exa mple of this housing
rehabilitation is the Lawton Street
Project between Muirland and Pu ritan
on the Northwest sid e, where 19
houses were recently renovated
through the combined efforts of
residents, the city, and business.
On Nove mber 16 , DETROITERS
UNITING orga ni zed a Peoples' Festiva l
at the Majestic Theatre to celebrate the
new spirit of people "putting our
hearts , minds , hands . and imagination s
than 40 community organizations
participated , and more than 500
people attend ed this joy-filled ,
hope-filled event. In election years,
DETROITERS U !TING also organizes
town meetings where the peop le
speak, and the candidates are in vi ted
to listen.

Now a broad-bas ed coalition of
Detroiters is organi zing DETROIT
SUMMER '92, a project to br ing yo ung
peopl e from all over the cou ntry to
work with Detroit yo uth on
community-based projects, suc h as
rebuilding homes, p lanting urba n
ga rdens , an d building community
parks. T hrough worksh ops an d
cultural events, parti cipants will have
the opportunity to learn from and
contribute to the rich cultu ral and
ethnic diversity of Detroit. Here's wh at
the ca ll for participants says:
In th e spirit of Mississippi Voter
Registrat ion Project of 1964 .
DETROIT SUMMER '92 wi ll
draw national atte nt ion to
"recivili zi ng" our citi es as the
number one priority of our
per iod. It will en courage young
people at the loca l and nationa l
level to ta ke responsibilit ies fo r
our com munities, our ci ties. a n d
our country. It will create a
fellowship between genera tions
and make cl ear that the
devastation of American cities is
not " thei r" problem but "ou rs ." It
will let the world know that
together we can overcome. o
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Steps at EPA
IN TH~

R~GION~:

Issues of environmental equity. like
other fairness issues, suggest that
government can and sometim es does
exacerbate situations where certain
groups of people are left with a lower
qua lity of life than the mainstream . As
governmen t in stit utions review their
policies as to whether their effects may
be discriminatory, it is important to
re member that basic issues of fairness
come down to how people treat or
forget to treat other human beings.
Canfranting and responding ta
environmen tal equity concerns- there
lies a challenge for EPA 's 10 regional
offices and the state and local officials
that EPA regional personnel work
wi th : A ll have key roles to pla y in
e nsuring that commu nities subject to
multi ple en vironmental stresses
receive fa ir treatment. T he challenge
involves be in g responsive to citizens
express ing concerns about
enviro nm ental h azards in their
communities, and it involves taking
action to enforce environmental
regulations in communities where
underprivileged citi zen s may not know
how or where to express th eir
concerns. The challenge invo lves being
open to a wide range of approaches ,
including community o utreach and
education, in cases where
environmenta l prob/ems can 't be
neatly solved with trad itiona l
regulatory tools.
Nearly every EPA region, work ing in
concert with s tate and locol
environ mental officia ls, hos special
initioti ves underwoy th at foc us on
minority and/or /ow- in come
communities and are intended to
promote environme ntal eq uity in some
way. Fol lowin g are snapshots of three
of th e e EPA Heg ional projects.
- Deb Martin, Chief
Regional and State
Planning Branch
b4

Innovative
Housin~ in
Atlanta
Low-cost houses are diffi cult enough
to find in American citi es; low-cost
homes that are a lso energy-efficie nt
virtually do not exist. EPA 's Atlanta
office is helping to fund a nonprofit
developer who will build houses that
are both; they will be built in minority
neighborhoods .
Southface Housing Development
Corporatio n has designed a cottage
h ome for families whose income
ranges from $8,500 to $18,000 a year.
Owners hi p will run $270 to $32 0 a
m onth, including prin cipal, interest,
insura nce, and taxes.
Projected energy use is 325 to 425
kilowatt ho urs per month, for an
additiona l $30. Th is compares to $60
to $ 100 per month for standard
low-cost hous ing units.
The cottage h ome is sma ll-abou t
580 square feet; however, it can be
expanded to 900 square feet. It has a
vertical profile, s imple trim, an d a
generous porch, al l of which give it a
tradi tion al appea ran ce.
The porch e nters on an open first
floor (20 feet by 20 feet) w ith a Ii ving
room , eat-in kitchen , and a full bath .
Space is set as ide fo r a coat closet,
linen closet. a nd a laundry . The fi rst
floor is accessibl e to people with
physical disabi li ties.
A staircase leads fro m t he liv ing
room to a secon d flo or sleeping loft.
This loft extends over the kitchen and
dining area but allows the livi ng room
to rise 16 fee t to th e ridge. Ca re wi II be
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taken in siting the houses to provide
this space a sou thern orientation, so
that it will be airy a nd sun-filled,
giving the house effe cti ve
daytime-lighting and improving its
passive solar performa nce.
A second bedroom can be added by
extending th e loft in to a complete
second floor, or add itional bedrooms
can be attached to the rear of the
house.
The aspect tha t makes the cottage
home especia ll y di stinct ive and
afforda ble is its en ergy efficien cy.
Energy efficiency often drops out of
the scheme in most affordab le housing
programs. The concern for initial costs
that brings this about is
understandab le, bu t the res ult is often
decreased affordabi lity.
The en ergy s trategy for the collage
home includes the fol low ing measures:

• Full ceil ing. wall. floor, an d slab
insu lation
• Th e Airtight Drywall Approach and
other measures to reduce air leaks and
moisture problems
• Efficient heating and coo ling
equipment with well sea led and
regulated duct work
• Double-pane metal windows with a
thermal break
•

Insulated entry doors

• Ceiling fans for improved
ventilation
• Energy-efficient lighting: compact
fluorescent li ghts in sid e and for
porches; high pressure sodi um lights
for yard lighting
•

The first cottage home has been
completed, and eight more are planned
this year. The Southface cottage home
project will not only provide
afford able housing to low-income
fami lies while, at the same time,
conserving energy , it w ill reduce to a
minimum the e nvironmental effects
usually associated with low-cost
ho using development. Savings on
carbon dioxide emissions should
average 10,000 to 15,000 pounds per
year. Nitrogen oxides and sulfur oxid es
emissions will a lso be at reduced
leve ls. Smaller Jot size will promote
mass transit , reduce automobile travel.
and h elp stem u rban sprawl.

Energy-efficient water heating

• Water conservation features
including low-flow fix tures and
low-volume toilets
• Passive so lar design a nd window
shad ing measures
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lea~ Cleanu~
in t~e Mi~west
Lead poisoning of chil d ren is
consid ered by m any to be a national
epid emi c. EPA estim ates that 15
percent of the childre n in the United
States have eleva ted blood lea d
levels- i.e., levels above 10
mi crograms per decil iter of blood (10
µ.g/dl). Th e U.S. Public Health Service
has said that poor, minority children
in inn er cities. who are already
di sadvantaged by inad eq ua te nutrition
and other factors , are parti cularly
vulnerable to lea d poisoning. (See
story on lead page 42.)
As part of a n Agency-wide effort to
rank environmental problems
according to th ei r effects on human
health and the environmen t, EPA's
Chicago office conducted a
compa rative risk study of the region
and se lected lead exposure as one of
its priority concerns. Th e resultant
Project LEAP (Lea d Education and
Abatement Program) is desi gn ed to
prevent and abate lead ex posure in s ix
slates- Illinois, Mic h iga n , Wisconsin ,
Minnesota , Ohio , and fndiana.
Project LEAP bas four components:
data arnd ys is and targeting. pollution
preventi on , education and intervention
activities, and aba tem ent. T he targete d
popula ti on is c hildren under seven
years and women of child-bearing age
(as surrogates fo r the fetus) . Sixty
Metropolitan Statistica l Areas
(MSAs)- representing 83 cities- are
included. The project will take three
years to complete.
The first component of Project LEAP
(data a nalys is a nd targeting) has
recently been compl eted . Computer

modeling was used to estimate the
percentage and number of c hildren in
each city who are expected to have
elevated blood lead levels based on a
combination of real and estimated
contamination levels in air, drinking
water. food , soil, and household dust.
The computer model primarily used
for this work is called the Lead Uptake
Biokinetic Model. Geographi c
Information Systems technology was
also used to analyze demographic data .
The table lists and ranks those 10
cities in the six-state region estimated
to have the highest numbers of
children under age seven with elevated
blood lead levels. In addition to the
percentage and number of children in
each city anticipated to have excess
lead in the bloodstream, the table
shows how many of these children are
estimated to be either African
American or Hispanic.
As the tab le shows, Chicago is
estimated to have the greatest nurnber
of children with blood lead levels over
10 µ.g/dl : 40,370, considerably more
than half being either African
American or Hispanic. In Chicago.
projected lea d exposures come
primari ly from contaminated soil and
dust; lead levels measured in Ch icago 's
drinking water and amb ient air are
low.

By far the greatest estimated
percentage of c hildren with elevated
blood lead levels is the estimated 85
percent projected for the small city of
Eau Claire. Wisconsin . Wisconsin was
found to differ from the other states in
the region in that several communities,
incl u ding Eau Claire, had high
measured levels of lead in drinking
water. Thus, in Eau Claire, lead in
drinking water occurred in conjunction
with high estimated soil and dust
concentrations assoc iated with older
housing, res u lting in a very high
percentage est imate of children with
blood lead levels of concern. Eau
Claire is something of an anomaly in
that so few of the chi ldren estimated to
be a t risk are minorities.
In th e 83 cities under study , the total
popu lation of chi ldren under age seven
w as 1 ,429,000 in 1988. EPA 's analys is
indicates that 12 percent of these
ch ildren, or 166,000 , could have blood
lead levels of concern. This includes
56,000 African American and 12,000
Hispanic children.
In addition to commun ity education
and intervention initiatives to reduce
risks to children from lead exposure ,
EPA's Chicago office will be
proceeding with poll ution preven tion
and lead abatement activ ities under
Project LEAP.

Top 1O Midwest Cities by Number of Children w ith Elevated Blood Levels
City
%

Chicago, IL
Detroit. Ml
Milwaukee. WI
St. Paul. MN
Cleveland. OH
Cincinnati, OH
Indianapolis, IN
Minneapolis, MN
Toledo. OH
Eau Claire. WI

13
14
20
13
15
13
7
15
12
85

Children
(All Groubs)
Id

African American
Children
7 Years Old

Hispanic
Children
..._ 1 Years Old

40.370
19,142
13,878
12.152
9,396
5.415
5.223
4,611
4. 515
3.650

18,712
12.409
4.225
785
4,022
1.939
1.740
379
1.157
8

7,888
555
781
138
360
41
52
59
182
13

< 7 Years

Note: Percentages and numbers of children with blood lead levels greater than 10 µg/dl are
computer-generated estimates.
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t~e law in
California
Indi viduals or compan ies who supply
drinking water to 25 or more people
for at least 60 days a year must meet
fed eral standards of water qual ity . For
years, EPA 's San Fra ncisco Office of
Drinking Water Co mp liance and
Enforcement has taken pains to make
sure that small drinking water systems
meet the standards. During the past
year, the office focused on migrant
labor camps' drinking water systems in
California. Officials knew that migrant
farm workers were especia lly
vulnerable to enviro nmental hazards,
and they were concerned that the
camps shared many, if not more, of the
problems they 'd found with small
systems througho ut California.
From a list provided by the state of
more than 1,000 labor camps, EPA
sorted out over 300 that might be
operating drinking water systems as
defined by the Safe Drinking Water
Act. They were spread throughout 41
of California's 58 counties. Some of
these camps, it was discovered, were
no longer in existence; a few were
served by larger, regu lated public
water systems.
Further investigation of the camps
that were operating water systems
meeting the definition of a small
public water system revealed 191 to be
in violation of the law. They served
more than 8,500 people in 20 counties.
Of the 191 systems in violation , EPA
found that 141 were not recognized by
th e state as publ ic wa ter systems and,
MARCH/APRIL 1992

as a result, weren't tracked or
monitored for any potential violations.
EPA found that most of these
systems were not sampling their water
sufficiently for contami nants. Some
had often exceed ed limits for coliform
bacteria, and some exceeded lim its for
nitrates. The presence of coliform
bacteria in drinking water indi cates
that organisms may be present that ca n
cause diseases such as typhoid ,
cholera, infectious hepatiti s, and
dysentery. Coliform bacteria also can
indicate that parasi tes are present.
Nitrate, which derives from sewage,
fertilizers , and feed lots, poses a th reat
of " blue baby syndrome," a potent ially
life-threatening anemic condition in
babies up to six months of age.
More than one county contact
warned that strict enforcement of the

drinking water regulations might result
in the closure of many labor cam ps,
creating additional housing, welfare,
and social burdens for county
administrators, taxpayers. and camp
residents. According to these contacts,
labor camp owners have often chosen
to close their camps rather than
comply with regulations.
On September 6, 1991 , EPA issued
notices of violation to the 191 labor
camp owners and the California
Department of Health Services, Office
of Drinking Water. The notices warned
the owners either to come into
compliance with the Safe Drinking
Water Act or to face furth er
enforcement action and penalties. The
maximum civil penalty is $25 ,000 per
day per violation for each day a system
is in violation.
With full cooperation from the state
and counties, 49 systems are now
reported to be in full comp liance.
Another 79 are in the process of
permit application andlor conducting
the required sampling under
supervision fro m their counties. ine
labor camps have stopped operating,
eight of them permanently, since
September 1991. It is not clear how
many of the closures were related to
EPA 's enforcement. The remaining
systems were not actually public water
systems due to misinformation.
originally received from the cou nties,
regarding numbers of people housed or
length of occupancy.
EPA w ill continue to work with the
state Office of Drinking Water and the
affected counties to iden tify and
ensure that all applicable migrant labor
camp water systems are inventoried
and monitored for compliance with the
Safe Drinking Water Act. o

Migrant farm workers
are especially
vulnerable IO
environme nta l
hazards.
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H~lPING MINORITlf~
HflP THf fNVIRONMfNT
The MAI Task Force Recruits Minority Professionals
by Clarice E. Gaylord and
Robert Knox

I

n an artic le entitled "Short fa II in the
Workforce" that appeared in the
September/October 1991 issue of EPA
journal , Maureen Delaney cited
alarming statistics that "labor needs in
science, engineering, and technology
a re growing, while at the same time,
there has been a dramati c reduction in
the numbers of students preparing to
meet th e demands of these vita l
occupations."' By 2010, according to
National Science Foundation
projections. the United States could
s uffer a shortfa ll of 560,000 sc ience
a nd engineering professionals.
Unfortunately, the prospects for
minorities joining sc ience and
e ngineering professions are even more
discouraging. Jn 1988 , the total number
of minorities enrol led in four-year
colleges and universities was 19.6
percent. compared to 80.4 percent for
nonminorities; minority enrollment in
gradua te school was 11.6 percent,
compared to 88.4 percent for
nonminorities. And only 4 percent of
8,262 Ph.D.s awa rded in a ll natural
sciences and engineering went to
minorities.
Worse yet are reports from th e
Department of Labor indicating th at
members of minority groups are much
less likely to be emp loyed as scientists
and engi n eers than nonminorities . Jn
1988, only 4.4 percent of the 4.5
million people employed as scientists
and engineers in the Uni ted States

were minorities. Yet minority groups
are among the fastest growing
segments of the U.S. population. By
the year 2,000, accord ing to the same
report , blacks , Hispanics, and Native
Americans are expected to comprise 47
percent of all school-age students (up
from 25 percent in 1988) and 42
percent of the new entrants into the
workforce.
In 1987 Congress establi shed the
President's Task Force on Women,
Minorities , and the Hand icapped in
Science and Technology to address
this emerging national problem. After
holding several public hearings around
the country. the Task Force produced
two reports which identified serious
problems with science education and
predicted severe shortages of sc ientists
and engineers in the future-due in
part to changing U.S. demographics .
To quote from one of their reports,
"The fac tors- racism , sexism. and
prejudice against people w ith
disabilities- that h ave limited
opportunities for many in America are
also narrowing access to science and
engineering careers
Recommendation: "Each federal
agen cy should provide stab le and
substantia l s upport for effecti ve
intervention programs that gradua te
quality scientists and engineers who
are members of underrepresented
groups."
In response to the findings and
recommendations of the President's
Task Force, EPA created the
(Gaylord is Deputy Director of EPA's
Administrator's Workgrou p on
Office of Human Resources
Management. Knox is Omb udsman for Women, Minorities , and the
Handicapped in Science and
th e Office of Sold Waste and
Techno
logy to assess EPA's workforce
Emergency Response.)
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needs and to develop a com prehensive
strategy for action . In its 1990 report,
the workgrou p verified that EPA has
an increasing demand for scientific
and technical professionals. More th an
one-third of its lB ,000-strong
workforce cons ists of scientists and

Worse yet are reports from
the Department of Labor
indicating that members of
minority groups are much
less likely to be employed as
scientists and engineers than
nonminorities.
engineers, a proportion which has
been consta nt over a 10-year period.
Moreover, EPA is likely to lose a
significant percentage of its technical
professionals by the year 2000: The
annua l turnover rate is 11 percent for
scientists and e ngineers , and EPA's
scientific and engin eering personnel
are older than th e rest of the workforce
(averaging 50 years versus the Agency
average of 39 years of age) . Th e
workgroup identified a number of
proactive and preventive measu res that
EPA needs to take.
One of these recommen dations \·v as
to establ ish a Minority Academi c
Institutions (MAI) Task Force,
comprised of senior managers a nd
selected presidents of Historica ll y
Black Co lleges and Universities
(HBCUs) and Hi spanic Assoc iated
Colleges a nd Universiti es (HACUs). to
design and implem ent an action pl an
to enhance EPA's interaction w it h
EPA JOURNAL

Graduation at Morgan Stale
Un iversity, Baltimore,
Maryland.

Morgon Stole photo.

minority institutions. The MAI Task
Force's action plan , issued in May
1991 , is intended to s upport th e
capacity of MAI's to con du ct
environmental research, sponsor
environmental fellows a nd interns.
deliver sc ientifi ca ll y trained personnel,
and provide public educati on and
outreach activiti es.
One broad initia tive fostered by the
MAI action plan was to buil d tech nica l
knowl edge and su p port not only for
students but for MAI faculty and
mid-career minority professionals as
well. In thi s conn ection , the task force
stressed the importance of provi ding
continued support to minority stud ents
as they progress in the educational
pipeline from high schoo l through
graduate sc hool. Early a nd sustained
in tervention is essential to deve lop the
diverse scient ific background s tud ents
need to prepare for environme ntal
careers .
MARCH/APRIL 1992

A program to ad dress this "pipeline"
problem was piloted in summer 1991.
The Coop-Progression program, a
modifi ed version of the Offi ce of
Personnel Management's Cooperative
Education program , recruits 10th and
11th grad e minority students to be
emp loyed part-time at EPA whil e
receiving training in science and math
from a local minority institution. On
their graduati on from high sch ool, EPA
pays up to $5,000 a year college
tuition a nd employs the stude nts as
co-ops during undergrad uate and
graduate tra ining. Noncompetitive
conversion to fe deral e mployment is
offered at th e comp leti on of college.
This program is be ing expanded to
include EPA's laboratories a nd
regional offices during 1992.
Retaining minority stud ents in
undergraduate and graduate
environmental programs req uires
long-term fin ancial and mentoring

support. The MAI Task Force
recommended expanding the
undergraduate scholarship program
and creating a new graduate fe l lows hi~
program for students from HBC Us and
HACUs pursuing advanced degrees in
environmental areas. These new
multi-year $20 ,000 per year
fellowshi ps wi ll be awarded in spri ng
1992.
Faculty from minority academic
institutions are encouraged to
participate in EPA's Faculty Fellow s
program, where they may spend fo u r
to six months in research facil ities
working on priority environ menta l
projects. The objective is for faculty ,
enriched by this experience. to return
to their home institutions to conti nue
relevant research and to mentor and
encourage students in en vironmental
studies. This program accommoda tes
15 to 20 facu lty from HBCU and
HACU campuses a year.
Another new program is a two-yea r
Environmental Scie nce Management
Training program based at Tufts
University. The program offers
mid career minority professiona ls an
opportunity to earn a mas ter's degree
in environmen ta l science management
a nd to gain work experience at EPA.
Eight participa nts are current ly
enrolled in this program, which is in
its first year.
A second broad initiative stemming
from the MAI Task Force action p lan
is to build research capac ities at
min ority in stituti ons. From its review,
the task force fo und that past fund ing
levels for research assistance at MAfs
had not been adequate to bu il d
research activities in environmenta l
59

The environmental equity
movement has made
environmental careers more
attractive and more relevant
to minorities.

areas, to develop curricula in sciences
and engineering, or to encourage
facult y participation in these fields.
Recommended remedies included
increasing research dollars to MAis,
providing technical assistance in the
development of research grants and
environmenta l curricu la, and
purchasing "state-of-the-art"
instrumenta ti on through a proposed
new equipment acquisitions program.
For example , laboratory devices such
as ultracentrifuges, advanced compu ter
technology , and lasers would help
make MA!s more competitive for
research funding.
Strengthen ing the
environmen ta l-science research center
capability al minority institutions was
definitely a cha ll enge . Prior to 1990,
there was only one EPA-funded
researc h center at an MAJ: at Howard
Un iv ersity in Washington, DC, as part
of a Hazardous Substan ce Research
Center Consortium with the University
of Michigan and Michigan State
University. Since the action plan was
issued- and due primarily to a 1991
Congressiona l appropria tion s bill - two
new Academic Centers of Excellence
have been establis hed. Clark Atlanta
Universi ty in Atlanta, Georgia, has a
researchltraining cen ter where fac;ulty
and students can participate in
Superfund emergency
remedial-response research. Funds
have been appropriated for a second
center at Southern Universi ty in Baton
Rouge, Louisiana, to begin a stati sti cal
research component in hazardous
waste research. And fund s have been
appropriated for a consort ium of the
University of Texas at El Paso, Arizona
State University, New Mexico State
Universi ty, and the Un iversi ty of Utah
to s tud y air, water, and hazardous
waste problems alo ng the
U.S. -Mexican border.
The task force also realized the
60

importance of an effective recruitment
strategy, and this is reflected in a third
broad initiative. While more and more
predominately majority schools are
recruiting minority students and
faculty into their science and
engineering programs , HBCUs and
HACUs still gradua te more than half
the minorities who receive college
degrees. Therefore, these institutions
are viewed as the best resources for
increasing minorities' access to
environmental careers and research
opportunities.
EPA has strengthened its
Agency-wide recruitment strategy by
establishing a National Recruitment
Advisory Committee. One of the
recommendations of this committee
was to establish co ll ege relations
programs on several HBCU and HACU
campuses. Senior EPA officials are
now serving as Campus Executives ,
coordinatin g recruitment activities,
and fostering linkages between these
adopted institutions and EPA.
As part of its new campus-relations
program, EPA initiated a Memorandum
of Understanding with Morgan State
University in Baltimore. This
comprehensive agreement encourages
personnel exchanges, cu rri culum
developm ent in environmen tal areas.
research support, technical seminars,
etc. The Morgan State program serves
as a model for other MAI/EPA
cooperative arrangements.
Successful environmental programs
at MA!s can help en ti ce minority
students to en ter environmen tal fields.
Moreover, the env ironmental equit y
movemen t has made environmental
careers more attractive and more
relevant to minorities. A recent survey
conducted by the Panos Institute found
that "environment-related issues have
become a hi gh priority amo ng
cultura lly diverse communi ties . ..
because the movement takes a more
holistic approach by integrating the

environment into a broader agenda
that emphasizes social justice and
equity issues .... "Professor Robert
Bullard , author of Dumping in Dixie:
Race , Class and Environmental
Quality, explaining why black
minorities have joined environmental
grass-root groups in record numbers ,
states, "B lack communities, because of
their economic and political
vulnerability, are routinely targeted for
the siting of noxious facilities, locally
unwanted land uses and
environmental hazards .... For blacks
this is a life-or-death issue."
Just possibly, MAI college students
could serve as role models in their
communities and perhaps in volv e
high-school and junior-h igh-school
inner city youths in environmental
initi atives, thus fostering an even
younger generation of future
environmentalists who have a sense of
environmental ethi cs and
responsibility for the community .
Students concerned about th e health of
their comm uniti es could be motivated
to learn the skills necessary to take air
and water samples and to help monitor
nearby industrial facilities. Many MAI
students are products of
environmentally troubled commun ities
and have a special cultural sensitivity
to thes e communiti es ' concerns. They
have great potential to be employees of
public/private environmental
organizations or to be future
environm en tal policy and decision
makers with a keen understanding of
community sensitivities on
environmental issues.
In short, supporting minority
academic institutions by enhancing the
knowledge and skills of their students
and faculty, building their research
capabilities in environm ental areas.
and having an effective recruitment
program will help meet future
demands for a technical workforce. o
EPA JOURNAL

THf U.S. tOlONIAS:
ATARGfTfOR AID
Border Shantytowns Are Separate But Unequal
by Jack Lewis

W

elcome to the Weslaco colonia in
Hidalgo County, Texas, 30 miles
upriver from Brownsville, a city of
125,000 people, and an eq ual distance
down the Rio Grande from McAllen, a
town of 100,000. Weslaco itself has a
population of 25,000 within its city
limits, which currently excl ude the
2,500 Hispanic Americans who live
mostly without urban amenities in a
fairly typica l "colonia"-a Spanish
term for a neighborhood or
community-on the outskirts of to wn.
Seventy percent of the colonia
inhabitants live without access to any
utility- neither fresh water nor sewage
hookups , neither gas nor electric

power-and their community (largely
flat without drainage infrastru cture)
has unp aved roads that flood
frequently, swamping outhouses,
cesspools, and primitive septic tanks .
Houses are self-built shelters
constructed of scrap lumber and other
shoddy supplies, and though tiny, they
are home to large families of mostly
Spanish-speaking farm workers, who
face seasonal unemployment rates as
high as 20 percent and unnaturally
high incidences of dysentery and
hepatitis A.
Texas now has laws to prevent new
colonias from cropping up, but the
existing ones-created by
Citv o Weslaco photo.

(Lewis is an assistant editor
Journal.)
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of EPA

Typical colonias house comes
equipped with outhouse privy.

unscrupulous land developers-are
still an eyesore and a burden on the
conscience of Texas and the nation.
For decades these unincorporated rural
slums near the Rio Grande have
provided substandard housing to tens
of thousands of people, most of whom
are U.S. citizens whose families have
been in this country for generations.
Offering no paved roads, little safe
drinking water, few sewer or power
lines, no fire protection facilities , and
only a few community services, these
unplanned . unhealthy shantytowns
exist today in a shadowland far
removed from mainstream America.
Colonias residents have always been
too poor to take the initiative on the
problems just listed, and the counties
in which they live have also been too
poor-or too prejudiced-to care.
Nearby cities have been all too willing
to wash their hands of colonias
problems , saying, ''They fall outside
our jurisdiction." Finally, at long last,
state government has intervened in a
big way , and so has the federal
government.
On February 25 , 1992, EPA released
a comprehensive plan for the cleanup
of pollution along the en tire
U.S.-Mexico border that will involve
an expenditure of well over $1 billion
over the next several years by the
United States, Mexico , the border
states, and private industry. The
federal government's share in fiscal
year 1993 will be approximately $241
million, of which $75 million has been
earmarked for drinking water and
sewage disposal improvemen ts in the
Texas and New Mexico colonias. EPA
will administer $50 million for sewage
treatment improvements in these
colonias, while th e U.S. Department of
Agriculture's Rural Development
Administration devotes $25 million to
improving water supply infrastructure.
Commenting on EPA's task in the
colonias , EPA Administrator William
K. Reilly said, "I don't think th ere are
higher risks to health anywhere in the
United States than in thes e un sewered
communities .... The health of
thousands of people is at risk in the
colonias due to the absence of
environmental safeguards that most
Americans take for granted. We intend
to correct this."
The state of Texas has already made
a major commitment of its own. In
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November of 1989, Texas voters
pe rmitted the Economically Distressed
Areas Program to fund its operations
by issuing $100 million in bonds for
construction , acquisition , or
improvements to water supplies,
and/or wastewater collection/treatment
works. includ ing a ll n ecessary
engi neering work but not maintenance
or ongoing ex penses. In 1991 , Texas
amplifi ed tha t bond issue fund by
$150 million, crea ting a tota l pool of
$250 million for water works in the
Texas co lonias.
Another resource that shoul d be
mentioned here is the $15 million EPA
put into a Co lon ia Plumbing Loan
Program back in 1990; the first
applican ts for these internal plum bi ng
and h ouse hook-up loans are now
awaiting th e ru ling of the Texas Water
Development Board , which will also
manage whatever colonias millions
Congress appropri ates in the fall. (New
Mexico's colonias effort is dwarfed by
tha t of Texas; from 1972 to 1990, the
state's Environment Departme nt gave
out o nly $ 12 million in gra nts a n d
loa ns for drinking water and
wastewater work in the New Mexico
colonias.)
Di sco uragi ngly, some ex perts have
estimated th a t extending sewage
treatment to all Texas co lonias
res id ent s would cost at least $500
million, whil e further improvements in
the drinking water supply wou ld cost
$250 million. In other words , to tal
resolution of th e problem, in its
present scale, is still beyo nd o ur grasp.
Part of th e rationa le for tackling ii
gradua ll y is that loca l institutions do
not yet ex ist in most of the 918
62

colonias hous ing 215,000 Hispanic
farm workers in sixteen Texas and
New Mexico border counties. Un til
local governments form or local water
utilities show more initiati ve to handle
sewage treatment, [t will be difficult to
" micro-manage" la rge construction
projects.
Significan tly, Lull. T exas-the first
colonia to receive constructio n money
from the state's Economically
Distressed Areas Program
account-was recentl y annexed by an
adjacent c ity, Edinburg, Texas. In
August 1991 , the Texas Water
Development Board and the Edinburg
City Council approve d the use of a
$565 ,000 loan and a n $885,000 gra nt
to finance water improvements and
constru ctio n of a wastewater sys tem
for the Lull colonia Lull is a Hispa ni c
community in Hidalgo County w ith
nearl y 1,300 inhabitants- all U.S.
citizen s in goo d sta nding- and a
history elating back lo the 1920s.
In Lull , as throughout the U.S .
colonias , few curren t c itizens now
have access to sewage trea tm ent,
except in the form of archaic,
overcrowded, overworked septic tanks,
while rough ly 80 percent have som e
kind of amateur fresh-water h ooku p,
for cooking an d bathing, but not
necessarily for drinking and not
necessarily within the home itself. The
dwelling can range in qua lity from a
handsome stu cco ho use wi th several
bedrooms to a broken-down hovel
built from cin der blocks, tin sheets,
scrap lumber. plastic, an d cardboard.
Most residents use outhouse privies
th at flood every time rai ns inun da te
th e undra ined , muddy streets and

fields of th e coloni as, where chil dren
and animals are frequently seen
playing the same day.
Some colo nias residents-all of
whom own cars or trucks, and many of
whom ow n their own land and
dwel lings-drive as much as 30 miles
to buy bottles of fresh drinking water.
The poorest of th e poor, however,
drink direct ly from outdoor taps or
from the wells feed ing those taps , and
the grou nd wa ter that comes from
th ese sources is contaminated with
fecal coliform as a result of the
repeated sewage fl oods. Ou tbreaks of
d ysentery a n d hepatit is A are
com mon p lace in the co lonias, even
th ough in the rest of the Uni ted States
th ese severe water-borne affl ictio ns are
consid ered Third World diseases.
Some 16 other colonia-rela ted water
and wastewater projects are now in the
T exas Water Development Board
pipel ine, which wil l grow w ide r an d
wealthier in the fall. Six applicants
with comp leted facility plans have,
like Lull , recently been awarded cash.
These projects incl ude Soco rro in El
Paso Coun ty ($1.6 m ill ion ); Ca meron
Park in Cameron Count y ($6.4
million): Gran je no and Madero in
Hi da lgo County ($2.89 mil lion): areas
outside Eagle Pass in Maverick Cou nty
($ 11 million) : Westway in El Paso
County ($100,000) : Sebastian and
Lasara in Willacy County ($3 mill ion).
The Hacienda Gardens colonia in
Cameron County bas a comp leted
facility p lan that is no w being
eva luated, while fi ve other counties
are now preparing their engi neering
facil ity plans. o
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ON THE MOVE
Administrator William Reilly
has announced the creation
of an Environmental Appeals
Board which will replace the
current Judicial Officer
func tion in h earing appea ls.
The new Board , a three-judge
panel of senior Agency
attorneys, will make fi nal
Agency decisions in appea l
cases contesti ng the
adjudicatory decisions of
Administrative Law Judges
and Regiona l Administrators.
The Adminis trator has
delegated to the Board the
authority to dec ide appeals
under all the major
environmental statutes ,
including the Clean Air Act,
Clean Water Act, Toxic
Substances Control Act, and
Resource Conserva tion and
Recovery Act (RCRA). At the
request of the Administrator,
the Board will also handle
special assignments where
extra assurance of the
objectivity of the
decision-making process is
essential.
To date, two judges,
Ronald L. Mccallum and
Edward E. Reich , have been
appo inted to th e
Environm ental Appeals
Board; the third member has
not been announced.
Until recently Mccallum
served as the Chief judicial
Officer in the Office of the
Administrator. Mccallum
was promoted to the position
of Chief Judicia l Officer in
1984 after having served as
the so le Judi cial Officer since
1978.
McCa llum came to EPA in
1974 as an attorney-advisor
in what was then the
Pesticides. Toxi c Substances,
and Solid Waste Management
Division of the Office of
Gen eral Counsel. Jn 1977, he
was named Senior Tria l
Attorney at the concl us ion of
an extended pesticide
cance ll ation hearing.
Pr ior to comi ng to EPA,
McCallum was an associate
attorn ey for over four years
in a major law firm in
Indianapolis, Indiana,
MARCH/APR IL 1992

McCallum
specializing in corporate rea l
estate and tax matters.
Mccallum is a graduate of
Indiana University in
Bloomington , Indiana , where
he recei ved his A.B., M.B.A.,
and J.D. degrees. While
attending law school, he
served on the Law Journal as
a Junior Writer.
Edward E. Reich's most
recent position was Legal
Advisor to the Adm ini strator.
Previously, he was the Acting
Assistant Administrator and
Deputy Assistant
Administrator in the Office of
Enforcement where he was
responsible for managem e nt
and oversight of e nforcement
litigation under the variou s
statutes administered by th e
Age ncy.
Before his appointment as
Deputy Assistant
Administrator, Reich was
Associate Enforcement
Counsel for Waste , with
responsibility for civil
enforcement litigation under
RCRA and th e
Comprehensive
Environmental Response,
Compensat ion , and Liability
Act. He has been actively
involved in the enforcement
of enviro nm ental laws since
1968. He received his J.D .
from Georgetown University
Law Center in 1968 and is a
member of the bars of the
Commonwea ltl1 of Virginia
and the Distri ct of Columbia .
Bradley F. Smith ha s been
named Director of the Office
of Environmental Educati on.
While assuming his new
duties, he will continue
coordinating activities for the
National Environmental

Reich
Education and Training
Foundation unti l a president
is hired.
Prior to EPA, from 1983
until 1991 , he served as
Executive Director for the
Jennison ature Center and
Tobico Marsh National
Refuge of Michigan's
Department of Natural
Resources. He was also a
professor in both the Political
Science and Biology
Departments at Delta College
in Michigan from 1975 until
1991.
Smith was a program
administrator for the
Department of Environmental
Protection , City of Grand
Rapids, Michigan, from 1972
until 1975.
His exten sive related
professional experience
includes participation on
several advisory board s, such
as member of the
International Advisory Board
of th e 1992 Environmen tal
Education/United Nations
Conference in Toronto,
Canada, and a past member
of EPA's National Advisory
Council for Env ironmental
Policy and Technology
Transfer from 1989 until
1991. He also chaired the
Agency 's National Pollution
Preventio n Ed ucation
Advisory Board in 1990 and
currently is a continuing
advisor of the United Nations
Environment Programme.
Smith has a uthored and
co-authored several
textbooks, including the
recently published 4th
edition of Environm enta l
Scien ce: Th e Study of
Interrela tionsh ips, a work
used by many co lleges a nd

Smith

Oge

universities througho ut the
country.
Smith received a B.A. in
political science and
international relations in
1972 and an M.A. in 1974 in
political science and public
admini stration from Western
Michigan University. He
holds a Ph.D. (1981) in
natural resource policy and
management from the Schoo l
of Natural Resources at the
University of 1ic higan.
Margo T. Oge is the new
Director of the Office of
Rad iation Programs. T he
Office oversees radiation
protection programs tha t
implement provisions of the
Clean Air Act , the Superfund
Amendments and
Reau tho riza tion Act, the
Radon Gas and Indoor Air
Quality Act, and the Atomic
Energy Act. Th e progra ms
span a wide gamut of
responsibi li ties tha t incl ud e
environmental mon itoring
and s urveillance, radi ation
protection standards and
guidelines, compliance
activit ies, and development
of public informat ion.
Oge, with EPA s in ce 1980,
has speciali zed in policy and
regulatory devel opm ent.
From 198 2 to 1985 , she
served as Section Chief of th e
New Chemical Section under
the Office of Toxi c
Substances. In 1985 a nd
1986 , sh e was Legislativ e
Aide to Senator Joh n Chafee
of Rhod e Islan d , the ranki ng
minority member on the
Senate Environment an d
Publi c Works Committee. She
also served as Deputy
Division Director of th e
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Economics and Technology
Division under the Office of
Toxic Substances from 1986
though 1988. Prior to her
current position, she was
Director of the Radon
Division, Offi ce of Radiation
Programs , from 1988 to 1991.
Oge earned her M.S. degree
from Lowell Un iversity in
1975 an d her B.S. degree in
ch e mical engineering from
Lowell Technological
Institute in 1972.

Laurie D. Goodman, the new
Associate Administrator for
the Office of Regional
Operations and State/Local
Relati ons , comes to EPA after
more than four years wi th the
U.S . Senate. There, she
served as Deputy to the Ch ief
of Staff in the Office of
Senator Alan K. Simpson
(R-Wyoming). As Legislative
Assistant, she was involved
in areas of energy,
environment, science,
commerce, transportation ,
public lands, and publi c
works.
During 1986, Goodman
developed a nd managed
right-of-way acquisition for
the muni cipal water delivery
p ipeline as a consultant for
the Board of Public Utiliti es
in Cheyenne, Wyoming. She
coordinated a nd negotiated
extensively with ru ral
landowners, corporations,
and county, s tate , and federal
agencies, finalizing the
project without a s ingle
condemn ation.
From 1984 to 1986, she
owned and managed her own
firm which researched
minera l and surface
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ownership on private and
publicly held lands and
negotiated oil and gas leases
in the Rocky Mountian states.
She also monitored state an d
federal regulation comp liance
during lease acquisition and
performed surface
inspections on proposed
drilling s ites.
In 1984 , sh e was
consultant to the A & W
Production Company, where
she partici pated in
forc e-poo ling hearings at the
Oklahoma Corporation
Commission. She also
designed and organized the
company lease records
system and devised a draft
payment system that
coordinated bank records,
land department data, and
budget figures.
Goodman received her B.S.
degree from the Univers ity of
Oklahoma in 1983 . She has
had additi onal studi es at the
American University in
Washington, D.C., and the
University of Haifa in Haifa,
Israel.

Robert Van Heuvelen is the
new Acting Director of the
Office of Ci vii Enforcement.
For the past two years, he
served as Deputy Chief of the
Environmental Enforcement
Section, U.S. Department of
Justice (DOJ), which litigated
nearl y 1,000 environmenta l
enforcement cases referred by
the fed era l government in 88
of th e 94 U.S. federal district
courts.
Van Heuvelen , who jo ined
the DOJ in 1980 , served as a
trial lawyer until 1985 and as
Assistant Chief of the
Environmental Enforcement

Sect ion from 1985 to 1989.
He was Acting Chief of the
Environmental Enforcement
Section from October 1990 to
April 1991. While at the DOJ ,
Van Heuvelen served as lead
counsel in environmental
enforcement litigation under
all major federa l
environmental statutes.
Prior to his service at the
Department, Van Heuvelen
was Assistant Counsel to the
U. S. Senate Subcommittee
on Environmental Protection
from 1977 until 1980. He was
Legislative Assistant to
Senator Quentin Burdick
(D-North Dakota) from 1975
until 1977.
He graduated cum laude
from Macalester College with
a B.S. in politi cal sc ie nce in
1972. He earned a J.D. from
George Washington
University in 1979 and an
M.A. in public policy from
th e Un iversity of Minnesota
in 1974 . He is a na tive of
Bismarck, North Dakota .

Zeda (Zee) Anne Homoki is
the new Special Assistant to
the Administrator and White
House Personnel Liaison for
EPA. She is responsible for
coordinating sp ecial projects,
implementing policy and
procedure, and distrib uting
and following up on all
White House informati on to
th e 60 noncareer appointees
now at EPA.
Prior to com ing to EPA she
served as the Associate
Director for
Intergovernmental Affairs
and Deputy White House
Liaison for personn el at the
Interstate Commerce

Commission (ICC).
Before joining the ICC staff,
she was the Specia l Assistant
to the Director of
Congressional Affairs and
State Lia ison at the Federal
Energy Regulatory
Commiss ion.
In 1989 she was detailed to
the White House Liaison
Office in the Office of the
Secretary, Department of
Interior. She served as
Legislative Assista nt for
Representative Bill Archer
(R-Texas) from 1986 until
1988.
Homoki taught fi rst grade
at the Department of Defense
Dependent Schools in
Germany from 1979 until
1981 , where she received the
"Sustained Superior
Performance Award." She
has also don e exten sive
volunteer work.
A native Texan , she
received her B.S. degree from
the Universi ty of Houston.
She has lived in Europe a nd
Asia and now res ides in
Burke, Virginia, w ith her
husband, Steve. T heir
daughter Elizabeth is a
sophomore at Sweet Briar
College. o
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Earth Da y 1990: Cree
Indians and Eskimos
paddle to Battery Park,
New York City, to
protest construction of
hydroelectric system in
Quebec. New York
State has recentl y
canceled $17 billion
contract for
hydroelectric power
from Quebec.

Back Cover. October
1991 rally in Kettleman
City, California,
protesting proposed
hazardous waste
incineralOr. See article
on page 47. Copyright
John W. Emmons.
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