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Abstract: Women of color are the precious jewels of the environmental justi
movement because without them the movement would be stagnant, non-existent
similar to other social movements in the United States. Women make up:th
majority of the Environmental I ustice Movement and they are the engine that driv
the movement. Women of color view themselves as devoted grassroots so
justice activists and environmental justice organizers who use direct and indi
actions to create healthy, sustainable, safe, and livable communities. In gener
women of color involvement and participation in the environmental movement
not adequately documented such that their “voices” in the environmental justic
movement can be heard from the west coast to the east coast and in man
comniunities in between. Their community organizing model is egalitarian innatur
yet women-centered, family-centered, children-centered, equity-center

community-centered, and health centered to name a few. Women of colo
organizing are built around their established relationships in the community wh
include the Black church, civic organizations, voluntary organizations, :
community-based organizations. This exploratory article provides the history.
how women of color have taken the lead in the environmental justice moveme
and places their contributions in the broader context of race and class inequalitie
and social injustice issues.

he Environmental Justice Movement (EJM) 1s a social movement
that attempts to bring about political, social, and environmental
. equity to at-risk and disenfranchised communities in the United

s and around the world. “Environmental discrimination (ED) is an insidious
rm of racial injustice-and it’s a life and death issue” (Lytle, 1994). Environmental
tice deals with the “inequities in Appalachia, for example, where the whites are
ically dumped on because of the lack of economic and political clout and lack
having a voice to say “no” and that’s environmental injustice. So we’re trying

ork with groups across the political spectrums; democrats, republicans,
dependents, on the Reservations, in the barrios, in the ghettos, on the border and

Key Words: grassroots activism; women of color; environmental racisn
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ustice movement. It will cover the meanings of environmental justice and
environmental racism, opposition to the mainstream environmental groups, history
| of the environmental justice movement and finally, women of color’s role in the
environmental justice movement. This article is a good supplementary reading
source for environmental justice studies, women studies, environmental studies,
race and ethnicity, urban studies, ethnic studies, American cultural studies, and
graduate studies in environmental sociology, social movements, political sociology
and related fields of study.

internationally to see that we address these issues in a comprehensive manner
(Schweizer, 1999). :

Even though men were crucial in the early years of the EJM developme
and social activism, it has been the women of color population who have taken |
the banner and now leading the environmental justice movement to victo
“Women have an overwhelming presence, historically in environmental justi
campaigns and currently compose approximately 90 percent of the active
membership of many environmental justice groups” (Barry, 2007:2). Women ¢
color (WOC) are constantly discovering and developing new avenues to achiev
environmental justice (Caropbell, 2009). Only within the last twenty years, has th
EJM made gains and received wide spread awareness for social change, but stil
environmental struggles continue in the 21* century.

UNDERSTANDING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE, ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM AND
GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING

: To understand the significant of the environmental justice movement’s
.mq_ﬁm_n, this section of the paper will explain several significant concepts such as
environmental justice, environmental racism, and grassroots organizing.

The tenet of the environmental justice movement is that people of colo
and the poor bear a disproportionate share of socictal environmental problems
They live close in proximity to pollution and suffer more adverse health effects tha
whites (Rainey, 2006; 2008; Johnson, 2005; 2008; Bullard, Moore ,& Cole, 2002
Hofrichter ,1993; Johnson & Rainey, 2007a; 2007b; Whitehead, Warzren, [ ohnson.
& Lopez ,2008; Johnson, Rainey, & Scaife Johnson, 2008; Melosi, 2000; Pulidg
1996; Bullard, Warren, & Johnson, 2001). If you are poor, a person of color an
female, you are more likely to be a victim of all sorts of environmental dangers an
degradation that are life threatening. Some scholars (Bullard, 1983; 1993; 1994,
Bullard & Feagin, 1991) even argue that powerful agents in communitie
environmentally exploit and expose residents to environmental degradation because
they are powerless, less informed and less organized.

nvironmental Justice

Environmental Justice (EJ) is defined as the fair treatment for people of
1 races, cultures, and incomes, regarding the development of environmental laws,
egulations, and policies (EPA, 1998; Bullard, Johnsen, & Torres, 2000; Rivkin,
004; DOE, 2009; Johnson, 2009). Fair treatment means that no group of people
hould bear a disproportionate share of the negative environmental consequences
esulting from industrial, governmental and commercial operations or policies.
Meaningful involvement means that: (1) people have an opportunity to participate
n decisions about activities that may affect their environment and/or health; (2) the
ublic’s contribution can influence the regulatory agency's decision; (3) their
oncerns will be considered in the decision making process; and (4) the decision
akers seek out and facilitate the involvement of those potentially affected (EPA,
998: Lawson, 2008). However, the United States Environmental Protection
\gency developed three fundamental environmental justice principles:

Environmental injustices is not a microcosm issue located in o
geographical area, it expands from—“Cancer Alley”—8&5-mile industrial corrider
stretching from Baton Rouge, Louisiana to New Qrleans, the home to a quart
(138) of the nation’s petrochemical production, located in proximity to black
communities, to Dickson Tennessee (landfill contamination), to Oak Ridge(Y-12
plant toxin exposure), to Clarksville, Tennessee (Red River contamination) and to
Mclntosh Alabama (chemical exposure from chemical plants). Research show
communities globally, are also experiencing the devastation of environmental
exposure and health risk (Rivkin, 2004). Martinez-Alier (2000) states that th
“environmental justice movement is both a local and global problem that grows ou
of complaints against the appropriation of communal environmental resources an
against the disproportionate burdens of pollution which may help to move th
society and economy toward ecological sustainability.” Basically environment
degradation is everywhere, it’s where we work, play, attend school, church and liv
(Bullard, 1994; Bullard & Lee, 1994). Finally, environmental justice wome
activists are “receiving past due recognition for their work in social and
environmental equity causes” (Stein, 2004).

1. To avoid, minimize, or mitigate disproportionately high and adverse
human health and environmental effects, including social and
economic effects, on minority populations and low-income
populations. ‘

2. To ensure the full and fair participation by all potentially affected
communities in the transportation decision-making process.

3. To prevent the denial of, reduction in, or significant delay in the
receipt of benefits by minority and low-income populations (U SDOT
FHWA, 2000; Florida Planning Toolbox, 2009).

. . . . . Bullard (2000} contends that envi tal justi
This article explores the role of women of color in the environmental ( ) environmental justice advocates challenges
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acial discrimination in the history of excluding people of color from the
mainstream environmental groups’ decision-making boards, commissions, and
egulatory bodies { Bullard, 1994b; 1994d; Cole & Foster, 2001; Robinson, 2000).
he major affects of EJ on communities of color was supported with “causal
elationships between pollution and human health [that] are difficult to prove, [yet]
esearchers have begun to document the extent to which people of color and low-
ncome people are at increased fisk for illness such as asthma, cancer, diabetes, and
irth defécts as the result of exposure to environmental pollutants” (Pacheco, 2008).
Bryant (1995:3) further asserts that environmental racism is an extension of racism
and unequal protection against toxic and hazardous waste exposure and the
ystematic exclusion of people of color from environmental decisions affecting
eir communities.

the current m:ﬁmnomamam_ protection apparatus and offer their own framework for
3 ma&dmmEm environmental inequities, disparate impact, and unequal protection. The
=+ environmental justice movement is guided by the environmental justice framework
which attempts to uncover the underlining assumptions that may influence

. environmental decision making: The EJ framework (Bullard, 1993:
. i ) . 1993:1994c;
X 1995) consists of 5 basic characteristics: ( ¢; Bryant

]

L H:oozuom_ﬁw the principle of the right of all individuals to be protected
from environmental degradation.  The environmental justice
movement tries to “address power imbalances, lack of political
nnm‘mmo:_.mwana and to redirect resources so that we can create some
healthy, livable, and sustainable types of models” (Schweizer, 1999).

2. Adopts a public health model of prevention (elimination of the threat
‘.aowo_.o Eﬁz.onncav as the preferred strategy. Environmental Jjustice
15 an extenston of the civil rights movement of 1960s where there
WErC many concerns about public health dangers and the

environmental risks for minority and low-income populati -
Planning Tool Box, 2009). populations (Florida

: Environmental Racism is viewed as the disproportionate impact that
ollution and toxins have on people of color, indigenous peoples and poor people
1g a result of racism (Lytle, 1994). When people are exposed intentionally or not
ntentionally to toxics that devastate and negatively impact that quality of life and
ost them to health risk can be conceived as environmental racism. Many
ommunities (Dickson, Tennessee; Mclntosh, Alabama; Clarksville, Tennessee)
ghting for environmental justice feel that their exposure is due to racial
iscrimination because of their race, gender or class. Bullard {1990; 2000a)
rovided empirical evidence of the distribution of environmental racism on several |
lack communities in the South. Results showed that 60 percent of the nation’s
ommercial hazardous wastes were dumped in these southern cities of Houston,
Texas; Institute, West Virginia; Alsen, Louisiana; Datlas, Texas; and Emelle,
Alabama. The Environmental Justice movement over the years have been
upported by decent paying and safe jobs; quality schools and recreation; decent
housing and adequate health care; democratic decision-making and personal
mpowerment; and communities free of violence, drugs, and poverty.,

3. .m._zm.m H.rm burden of proof to ﬁo:caa\&morﬂ.mma who do harm
E.modﬂ.y:mﬁ or who do not give equal protection to Hmnmm_\nm:um
minorities and other “protected “classes. Why study the environment
is a relevant question. “[Plreserving the environment as a global
entity w:ﬁ also making those persons who feel, have felt, and have
been victits of environmental crimes and atrocities feel mm“mw they are
part of Em solution as full members of the human community and not
the dumping ground for the rest of us” {Lawson, 2008: 1).

4. E._oém &mﬁm.amﬁ impact and statistical weight, as opposed to “intent”
to Hﬂ.@_‘ n_mo_..nawsmmo:. “It is thus in the best interest of all persons to
be included in the push to clean up and cool down the planet. It is
clear Emﬁ members of communities of [color] have an environmental
footprint that impacts the health of the planet” (Lawson, 2008:2)

5. Redresses &mﬁaomo&o:mﬁm risk burdens through targeted action and
resources. “Environmental racism is the deliberate targeting of
péople of color communities for hazardous waste sites. It ‘s the

attempt to exclude people of color from decisions on public policy
concerning the environment(Lytle, 1994),

EJ ameliorate the impact of environmental racism or discrimination against
ubordinate groups (lower social classes, race and gender) who lack the power to
ddress many of the environmental conditions in their communities. These specific
groups are vulnerable to environmental injustices as supported by many studies
{United Church of Christ, 1987; U.S. General Accounting Office, 1983; Toxic
Wastes and Race at Twenty Report, 2007; U.S Commission on Civil Rights, 2004;
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 1992; Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright,
2008) over the last couple of decades. ER and environmental injustices have
parked policy reform with support from documentation from previous mentioned
tudies. Therefore, environmental racism and environmental justice are important
because they intersect the underlining issues of justice and inequality. In other
words, environmental justice places emphasis on ameliorating potentially life-
“threatening conditions and environmental racism emphasis is on the
disproportionate negative impact of environmental stressors on people of color
ommunities. Pellow (2000) asserts from a social movement perspective,
nvironmental racism is what activists are fighting against and environmental

Environmental Racism

Chavi .mww_ﬂozamcﬁ racism Amwv.émm. first coined by Reverend. Benjamin

15 1n 1984 as racial discrimination in environmental policymaking, in the
o:mo.aonﬁnwﬂ of regulations and laws, in targeting of communities of color wmn toxic
waste Evam.& and siting of polluting industries, in the official sanctioning of the
life-threatening presence of poisons and poltutants in communities of color and
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justice is what they are fighting for. ustice groups (EJGs) use a bottom-up model to function, are egalitarian

n_nioe..msp mostly women, and operate as a collective unit to achieve their goals
or justice and equality for all (Schweizer, 1999; Stall & Stoecker, 1998). In the
EJM a “women-centered model’ is also used for community organizing (Stall &
.o.aow@? 1998; Bullard & Wright, 1990). African American EJ activists use a
.:nQ of organizing strategies that are similar to those used by women in the Civil
meﬂ Movement (CRM) which include: lobbying, attending/holding public
Enmndmm., .E.mmmam with representatives at regular meetings, and rallying support
from politicians (Gomez, 2000; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996; Merchant,
003; Cable, 2005; Baker, Johnson, Williams, Perkins, & Rainey, woowwwc:ﬁa.%m

Grassroots Organizing

In the United States the first use of the phrase "grassroots and boots" is”
thought to have been coined by Senator Albert Jeremiah Beveridge of Indiana , who
said of the Progressive Party in 1912, "This party has come from the grass roots.
It has grown from the soil of people's hard necessities." (Courtesy: Eigen's Political’
& Historical Quotations). A grassroots movement (often referenced in the context
of a political movement) is one driven by the residents of a community-—at the.
local level (See Harris & Wise, 1998; Newsvine, 2009; Till, 2009; Baker, Johnson, ohnson, 2000). EJ has triggered theoretical and practical discourse around
Williams, Perkins, & Rainey, 2008; Grassroots, 2009). Residents of the local’ nvironmental controversies in minority communities while creating a sort of
community participate in the social action to address a local environmental issue.. nvironmental populism™ (Maki, 2006). £ ¢

Grassroots environmentalism of the environmental justice movement has
taken the concept of environmentalism beyond preservation of wilderness to
include the impact of environmental hazards and of the degradation of the
environment more broadly, on the daily lives and health of ordinary people
(Hofrichter, 1993; Blum, 2000; Pulido, 1996). “Grassroots protest activities have
often been trivialized, ignored, and viewed as self-interested actions that are
particularistic and parochial, failing to go beyond a single-issue focus” (Krauss,
1994:257). Surprisingly, Christopher Foreman argues that grassroots organizing
by EJ groups has empowered them to fight against toxic facilities in their backyards
specifically at the local level (Maki, 2006). Early grassroots activism centered
around working class white women addressing local environmental inequalities
such as toxic dumps, pesticide spraying, air poliution, contaminated water supplies
radioactive wastes, nuclear plants and proposals to build garbage incinerators and
disposal facilities (Freudenberg, 1984). .

OPPOSITION OF THE MAINSTREAM ENVIRONMENTAL GROUPS

N The traditicnal environmental groups known as the Big Ten have
traditionally pertained to addressing wilderness and wildlife preservation and
£sources conservation issues. The Big Ten over the years, have increased in
moﬂimﬂo.:v .mmms& a high level of public support for their goals, and had a unique
_Hm.amoﬁ:mﬁo of issues and the efficacy of direct mail recruitment techniques
Mitchell, Mertig, & Dunlap, 1992). Within these environmental groups, activism
1as been most pronounced among individuals with higher incomes, educated

greater access to economic resources, a greater sense of personal efficacy and ﬁ&#mu
Eo:m: ,1990 :1985; Bullard, 1984; Bullard & Wright, 1990; Morrison, 1980; 1986

lido, 1996; Taylor, 1989, Schnaiberg & Gould, 1994). In 1990, EJ m%ooﬁ&
nt a letter to environmental groups charging them with environmental racism,

tism, and with a staff and board that lacked diversity (Schweizer, 1999
enBiz, 2002). ‘ ,

Early grassroots mobilization consisted of community-based groups
statewide/regional and national organizations. (Freudenberg & Steinsapir, 1992:28)
Evenly, local community organizing constituted the foundation of the movemen
(Freudenberg & Steinsapir, 1992). However, the motivating force behind th
formation of grassroots organizing was the NIMBY- not in my backyard syndrom
(Wellin, 1996:39). :

- Environmentalism has been viewed by people of color and the poor as a
sguise for oppression and as an elitist movement {Taylor, 1989; 1992; 2000;
“..m.:.urﬂnﬁ 1993). Even as far back as slavery Blacks viewed the environment mum
he wilderness different such that slaves may have perceived the wilderness as a
lace to retreat or refuge, resist the brutal punishments of slave masters, or a place
provides food (Blum, 2000), "Environmentalism is not only about protecting
ﬁmanmm or saving polar caps. As important as those things are,
uﬁ.aos:gnam:ma is also about protecting people in the places where they live, and
a..w._ and raise families. It is about making our urban and suburban neighborhoods
e and clean, about protecting children in their schools, and workers at their jobs"
“mFP., 2009). According to Morrison and Dunlap (1986), environmental elitism
onsist of three categories: (1) compositional elitism-implies that environmentalists
come from privileged class strata, (2) ideological elitism- environmental reforms
ﬂm..mcwﬁmﬂ?mm for distributing the benefits to environmentalists and costs to non-
nvironmentalist and (3) impact elitism—which implies that environmental reforms

The history of grassroots organizing was one of exclusion of people of
color. It has only been within the last three decades that grassroots organization
have begun to be inclusive of people of color and broaden their base of
environmental concemn to include socjal justice issues that are important to people
of color (Freudenberg & Steinsapir, 1990:42). “Shifting the analysis of toxic waste:
issues to the subjective experience of ordinary women makes visible a complex
relationship between everyday life and the larger structures of public power. It
reveals the potential for human agency that is hidden in a more traditional
saciological approach and provides us with a means of seeing the sources of power
which subordinated groups have created” (Krauss, 1994:259). Environmentai

]
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“ Environmental Justice became widely recognized as a national issue in
1982, when residents in Warren County, North Carolina protested the siting of a
poly-chlorinated biphenyl (PCB) landfill in a predominately African American,
Jow-income community. Residents of this rural and poor community mobilized
with civil right groups, environmental groups, and religious leaders to fight against
the siting of the landfill. The grassroots movement activism sparks the beginning
of the national public awareness of the seriousness of environmental racism-
(Rainey, 2007). The landmark studies by the United States General Accounting
(Office (1983) and the United Church of Christ (1987) galvanized the movement and
provided empirical support for the claims for environmental racism.

have regressive distributional impacts. Morrison and Dunlap (1986) furthe
examined these categories and found that compositional elitism is an exaggeratio
that a limited number of environmentalists are in the upper class. Ideologica
clitism may hold in some instances, but there is little evidence of consistent pursui
of self-interest. Tmpact elitism is the most important issue, and also the mos
difficult to assess. It appears that there has been a general tendency fo
environmental reforms to have regressive impacts. However, it is increasingl
recognized that problems such as workplace pollution and toxic wast
contamination disproportionately atfect the lower socioeconomic strata, and thu
reforms aimed at such problems will likely have more progressive impacts. .

" Both studies found a link between race and the location ofhazardous waste
sites in the United States; In addition, the United Church of Christ study (1987) also
found a link between race and socioeconomic status and the location of locally
unwanted land uses (LULUs). The UCC study resulis revealed that the vast
majority of the 18,000 commercial hazardous industries were located in
communities that comprise of a large percentage of people of color. This study
results also showed that over 15 million African Americans, § million Hispanics,
and half of all Astan/Pacific Islanders and Native Americans resided in
communities with one or more abandoned or uncontrolled toxic waste sites. In
1995, in response to Executive Order (EQ) 12898 the Department of Energy (DOE)
task force published the Ernvirornmental Justice Strategy (1995} which focused on:
Human health and the environment in low-income communities and communities
of color; Public participation in decision-making; capacity building programs; and
Technical support for community technology centers” (DOE, 2009). The new
Toxic Wastes and Race at Twenty (TWART) study (2007) conclusions indicate very
much the same results as the 1987 study which is that people of color are found to

be more concentrated around hazardous waste facilities than previously shown in
1987,

Research data show that the traditional environmental groups denie
access to people of color from participating in any capacity within th
environmental organizational structure. The claim of elitism and class differenti
against the traditional environmental movement motivated African Americans t
mobilize and organize their own political agenda to address their social justice
needs and strongly object the traditional environmental position such a
conservation and preservation of nature initiatives. However, in recent year
mainstream environmental organizations are beginning to understand the needs,
strengths and legitimacy of environmental justice and are providing grassroo
groups support in the form of technical advice, expert testimony, direct financial
assistance, fundraising, research and legal testimony ( Bullard, 1993:26)

THE HISTORY OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE MOVEMENT

Historically data show that since the 1800s communities of color have
been active in trying to improve housing conditions among slaves, opposed the
abrogation of treaty rights and the sharecropping system, and fight for worker’s
rights (Taylor, 2000). In the early 1900s, blacks in large metropolitan cities
engaged in masses boycotts to address inequalities in residential living, public parks
and beaches segregation and job discrimination (Tayler, 2000). Research show that,
during the 1940s-1960s, environmental activism pertaining to fishing rights;
pesticide contamination, worker’s health and safety, worker's rights, and
desegregating public parks increase in communities of color(Taylor, 2000).

: Two other major milestones that were also significant in the emergence of
the environmental justice movement were the People of Color Environmental
Leadership Summit (POCELS) and the signing of the Executive Crder 12898. The
First Natjonal People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit (FNPOCELS)
held in 1991 adopted 17 guiding principles that promote an ecological and social
justice framework (Bullard, 2000; Bullard, Johnson, & Torres, 2004). These
principles are grounded in ecocentric principles and emphasize being stewards of
the earth by developing and adhering to strong environmental conscience {Taylor,
2000). The signing of the Executive Order 12898 by President Clinton, in 1994
required that all federal agencies make achieving environmental justice part of its
mission. It called for improved methodologies for assessing and mitigating
‘impacts, health effect and other environmental impact issues (Bullard & Johnson,
:1997:12). The executive order also called for the establishment of a Federal
‘Interagency Working Group (IWG) on environmental justice. "The main focus of
‘the TWG is to promote collaboration among stakeholders and Tribal communities
‘to achieve solutions that result in environmental improvements, economic

The latter half of the 1960s, African Americans organized in the South to
protest against segregated seating on public transportation systems. Other activism
occurred in Memphis in 1968 when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. went to march fo
environmental and economic justice for local city garbage workers. It was in 1979
Bean v. Southwestern Waste Management, Inc. that environmental justice elevate
its political agenda. This was the first lawsuit that challenged the siting of a wast
facility in Houston, Texas (Bullard, 2001). Bullard’s Dumping in Dixie was th
first documented scholarly work about environmental racism and sparked th
awareness of environmental inequality as a social problem.































