Environmental Justice PV

In 2006, parents living the Addams community in Southwest Fresno launched a campaign to protect the health of their
children by drawing attention to the links between industrial pollution and the high rates of asthma in their community. A
poor, predominately Latino and African American community, the Addams neighborhood has to contend not only with the
poor air quality of the Central Valley as a whole, but also with the pollution from the nearby freeway, industrial plants, and
military airport. Citing their concerns that additional industrial sites would lead to more pollution and increase the already
high childhood asthma rate, Addams residents advocated for a moratorium against additional industrial development in the
neighborhood. Although the moratorium ultimately didn't pass, the campaign did help to establish resident leaders who
have gone on to advocate for community necessities such as sidewalks, youth centers, parks, clinics, and supermarkets.

The Addams community’s efforts to organize around environmental health concerns is reflective of a broader environmen-
tal justice movement. Environmental justice demands that everyone is “entitled to equal protection and equal enforcement
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of our environmental, health, housing, land use, transportation, energy, and civil rights laws and regulations!

Although the principles underlying environmental justice have a much longer history, the impetus for the modern envi-
ronmental justice movement came in 1987, when the United Church of Christ's (UCC) Commission for Racial Justice
published Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States. This landmark study highlighted the disproportionate environ-
mental burdens facing people of color and low-income communities, and found that race was the most important vari-
able predicting where hazardous waste facilities were located. Subsequent research has sought to measure the negative
effects of environmental pollutants on human health. Although causal relationships between pollution and human health
are difficult to prove, researchers have begun to document the extent to which communities of color and low-income
people are at increased risk for illnesses such as asthma, cancer, diabetes, and birth defects as the result of exposure
to environmental pollutants.2 The UCC report and subsequent community organization also spurred significant policy
reform, and in 1994, President Clinton signed Executive Order 12898 which requires the “fair treatment and meaningful
involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, implemen-
tation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies.”

While recognition of the problems of environmental justice have grown over the last twenty years, low-income people
and communities of color continue to bear the brunt of environmental pollution, whether due to the siting of hazardous
waste facilities in their neighborhoods, the legacy of industrial development and its attendant brownfields and contami-
nated land, freeway noise and pollution, or lead exposure from paint in older housing stock. For example, a recent study
found that California, Nevada, Washington and Arizona all had large racial disparities where hazardous waste sites were
located, with the majority of waste facilities located in neighborhoods with people of color representing the majority
population.* The same study found that in states including Arizona and Nevada, poverty rates in neighborhoods with
hazardous waste facilities were more than two times greater than in neighborhoods without hazardous waste facilities.
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on low-income communities.
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