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The End of Nature (1989)

When Robert Bullard (b. 1946) was a newly minted sociology professor,
his lawyer wife asked him to collect data for a lawsuit she had filed
against a company trying to site a landfill in the middle of a black
middle-class Houston neighborhood. When he started looking at the
evidence, Bullard told Grist magazine, “I saw that one hundred percent
of all the city-owned landfills in Houston were in black neighborhoods,
though blacks made up only twenty-five percent of the population. . . .
That’s how I got dragged into this”—“this” being a career devoted to
chronicling the degree to which people of color were the victims of a
disproportionate share of the nation’s pollution. Bullard’s work, and es-
pecially his landmark book Dumping in Dixie (1990), helped give birth
to the environmental justice movement, which has challenged predom-
inantly white mainstream environmental organizations to devote more
of their time and resources to people paying the biggest price for “prog-
ress” This challenge at first rankled some white environmentalists,
who felt they were under attack, but it has slowly yielded a more diverse
movement and new ways of thinking about environmental equity. The
stakes involved are revealed more clearly with increased awareness
about climate change: the industrialized North continues to dump dam-
aging emissions in the backyards of the Third World.

Jfrom Dumping in Dixie

he environmental movement in the United States emerged with
| agendas that focused on such areas as wilderness and wildlife
ervation, resource conservation, pollution abatement, and popula-

Hon control. It was supported primarily by middle- and upper-middle-
~ tlass whites. Although concern about the environment cut across racial

- i class lines, enw@nmental activism has been most pronounced
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among individuals who have above-average education, greater access
to economic resources, and a greater sense of personal efficacy.

Mainstream environmental organizations were late in broadening
their base of support to include blacks and other minorities, the poor,
and working-class persons. The “energy crisis” in the 1970s provided a
major impetus for the many environmentalists to embrace equity is-
sues confronting the poor in this country and in the countries of the
Third World? Over the years, environmentalism has shifted from a
“participatory” to a “power” strategy, where the “core of active envi
ronmental movement is focused on litigation, political lobbying, and
technical evaluation rather than on mass mobilization for protes
marches.”

An abundance of documentation shows blacks, lower-income
groups, and working-class persons are subjected to a disproportion
ately large amount of pollution and other environmental stressors in
their neighborhoods as well as in their workplaces.! However, these
groups have only been marginally involved in the nation’s environmen
tal movement. Problems facing the black community have been topics
of much discussion in recent vears. (Here, we use sociologist James
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Blackwell’s definition of the black community, “a highly diversified set
of interrelated structures and aggregates of people who are held to-
gether by forces of white oppression and racism.”®) Race has not been
eliminated as a factor in the allocation of community amenities.

Research on environmental quality in black communities has been
minimal. Attention has been focused on such problems as crime, drugs,
poverty, unemployment, and family crisis. Nevertheless, pollution is ex-
acting a heavy toll (in health and environmental costs) on black com-
munities across the nation. There are few studies that document, for
example, the way blacks cope with environmental stressors such as
municipal solid-waste facilities, hazardous-waste landfills, toxic-waste
dumps, chemical emissions from industrial plants, and on-the-job haz-
ards that pose extreme risks to their health. Coping in this case is seen
as a response to stress and is defined as “efforts, both action-oriented
and intrapsychic, to manage, i.., master, tolerate, reduce, minimize, en-
vironmental and internal demands, conflicts among them, which tax or
exceed a person’s resources.”® Coping strategies employed by individu-
als confronted with a stressor are of two general types: problem-focused
coping (e.g., individual and/or group efforts to directly address the
problem) and emotion-focused coping (e.g., efforts to control one’s DSy-
chological response to the stressor). The decision to take direct action
0r to tolerate a stressor often depends on how individuals perceive their
ability to do something about or have an impact on the stressful situa;
lion. Personal efficacy, therefore, is seen as a factor that affects envi-
ronmental and political activism.”
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Much research has been devoted to analyzing social movements in

the United States. For example, hundreds of volumes have been written .

in the past several years on the environmental, labor, antiwar, and civil
rights movements. Despite this wide coverage, there is a dearth of ma
terial on the convergence (and the divergence, for that matter) of envi
ronmentalism and social justice advocacy. This appears to be the case
in and out of academia. Moreover, few social scientists have studied en
vironmentalism among blacks and other ethnic minorities. This over
sight is rooted in historical and ideological factors and in the
composition of the core environmental movement and its largely white
middle-class profile.

Many of the interactions that emerged among core environmental
ists, the poor, and blacks can be traced to distributional equity ques
tions. How are the benefits and burdens of environmental reform
distributed? Who gets what, where, and why? Are environmental in
equities a result of racism or class barriers or a combination of both?
After more than two decades of modern environmentalism, the equity
issues have not been resolved. There has been, however, some change
in the way environmental problems are presented by mainstream envi
ronmental organizations. More important, environmental equity has
now become a major item on the local (grassroots) as well as national
civil rights agenda.®

Much of the leadership in the civil rights movement came from his
torically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). Black college stu
dents were on the “cutting edge” in leading sit-in demonstrations al
lunch counters, libraries, parks, and public transit systems that oper
ated under Jim Crow laws. In The Origins of the Civil Rights Move
ment, Aldon D. Morris wrote:

The tradition of protest is transmitted across generations by
older relatives, black institutions, churches, and protest organi-
zations. Blacks interested in social change inevitably gravitate

8. Robert D. Bullard and Beverly H. Wright, “Environmentalism .and the Pplitics ol
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(Winter 1987): 21-37.

Dumping in Dixie 729
to this “protest community,” where they hope to find solutions
to a complex problem.

The modern civil rights movement fits solidly into this rich
tradition of protest. Like the slave revolts, the Garvey Movement,
and the March on Washington, it was highly organized. Its sig-
nificant use of the black religious community to accomplish po-
litical goals also linked the modern movement to the earlier
mass movements which also relied heavily on the church.

Social justice and the elimination of institutionalized discrimination
were the major goals of the civil rights movement. Many of the HBCUs are
located in some of the most environmentally polluted communities in the
nation. These institutions and their students, thus, have a vested interest
In seeing that improvements are made in local environmental quality. Un-
like their move to challenge other forms of inequity, black student-
activists have been conspicuously silent and relatively inactive on
environmental problems. Moreover, the resources and talents of the facul-
ties at these institutions have also been underutilized in assisting affected
communities in their struggle against polluters, including government
and private industries.

The problem of polluted black communities is not a new phenome-
non. Historically, toxic dumping and the location of locally unwanted
land uses (LULUs) have followed the “path of least resistance,” mean-
ing black and poor communities have been disproportionately bur-
dened with these types of externalities. However, organized black
resistance to toxic dumping, municipal waste facility siting, and dis-
criminatory environmental and land-use decisions is a relatively recent
phenomenon.' Black environmental concern has been present but too
often has not been followed up with action.

Ecological concern has remained moderately high across nearly all
segments of the population. Social equity and concern about distributive
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|
5 ‘ impacts, however, have not fared so well over the years. Low-income anc

minority communities have had few advocates and lobbyists at the na
tional level and within the mainstream environmental movement. Things
are changing as environmental problems become more “potent political is
sues [and] become increasingly viewed as threatening public health”"!
The environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s, dominated by
the middle class, built an impressive political base for environmental re
form and regulatory relief. Many environmental problems of the 1980
and 1990s, however, have social impacts that differ somewhat from ea
lier ones. Specifically, environmental problems have had serious regres
sive impacts. These impacts have been widely publicized in the media, as
in the case of the hazardous-waste problems at Love Canal and Times
Beach. The plight of polluted minority communities is not as well known
as the New York and Missouri tragedies. Nevertheless, a disproportion
ate burden of pollution is carried by the urban poor and minorities."
Few environmentalists realized the sociological implications of the
not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) phenomenon.** Given the political cli
mate of the times, the hazardous wastes, garbage dumps, and polluting
industries were likely to end up in somebody’s backyard. But whose
backyard? More often than not, these LULUs ended up in poor, power
less, black communities rather than in affluent suburbs. This pattern
has proven to be the rule, even though the benefits derived from indus
trial waste production are directly related to affluence.'* Public officials
and private industry have in many cases responded to the NIMBY phe
nomenon using the place-in-blacks’-backyard (PIBBY) principle.'
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Social activists have begun to move environmentalism to the left in
an effort to address some of the distributional impact and equity is-
sues.’® Documentation of civil rights violations has strengthened the
move to make environmental quality a basic right of all individuals.
Rising energy costs and a continued erosion of the economy’s ability to
provide jobs (but not promises) are factors that favor blending the ob-
jectives of labor, minorities, and other “underdogs” with those of mid-
dle-class environmentalists.'” Although ecological sustainability and
socioeconomic equality have not been fully achieved, there is clear evi-
dence that the 1980s ushered in a new era of cooperation between envi-
ronmental and social justice groups. While there is by no means a
consensus on complex environmental problems, the converging points
of view represent the notion that “environmental problems and . . .
material problems have common roots.”*®

When analyzing the convergence of these groups, it is important to
note the relative emphasis that environmental and social justice organi-
zations give to “instrumental” versus “expressive” activities."” Environ-
mental organizations have relied heavily on environmentally oriented
expressive activities (outdoor recreation, field trips, social functions,
etc.), while the social justice movements have made greater use of goal-
oriented instrumental activities (protest demonstrations, mass rallies,
sit-ins, boycotts, etc.) in their effort to produce social change.?’

The push for environmental equity in the black commuﬁity has
much in common with the development of the modern civil rights move-
ment that began in the South. That is, protest against discrimination has
evolved from “organizing efforts of activists functioning through a well-
developed indigenous base.”?! Indigenous black institutions, organizations,
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leaders, and networks are coming together against polluting industries
and discriminatory environmental policies. This book addresses this new
uniting of blacks against institutional barriers of racism and classism.

Alsen (Louisiana)

Alsen is an unincorporated community located on the Mississippi
River several miles north of Baton Rouge, Louisiana’s state capital. The
community had a population of 1,104 individuals in 1980 of' whom 98.9
percent were black. Alsen developed as a rural community of black
landowners to its present status as a stable, working-class suburban en-_
clave. The median income for families in 1980 was $17,188. A total of
19.4 percent of Alsen’s residents are below the poverty level, a percentagv
well below that of blacks nationally and in Louisiana. Typical homes m
the area are woodframe or brick-veneer style. More than three-fourths
(774 percent) of the year-round occupied homes in the community. are 0.c»
cupied by owners and 22.6 percent by renters® The comumty still
maintains much of its small-town flavor. Many of the local residents have
roots in the community dating back several generations.

Alsen lies at the beginning of the 85-mile industrial corridor where
one-quarter of America’s petrochemicals are produced. The chemical cor
ridor begins in Baton Rouge and follows the Mississippi River down ‘to the
southeastern rim of New Orleans. The tiny town of Alsen sits i j[hv
shadow of Huey Long’s skyscraper-capitol building and the towermg
petrochemical plants that dot the Mississippi River. This area also has
been dubbed the “cancer corridor” because the air, ground, and water are
full of carcinogens, mutagens, and embryotoxins. The area has been dn)
scribed as a “massive human experiment” and a “national sacrifice zone.”:

The petrochemical industry has played an important role in
Louisiana’s economy, especially south Louisiana. More than 165,000
persons were employed in the state’s petrochemical industry at its peak
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in 1982. This single industry accounted for one out of every three tax
dollars collected by the state.?* The Baton Rouge area has paid a high
price—industrial pollution—for the concentration of so many chemical
companies in its midst. These companies discharge more than 150,000
tons of pollutants into the city’s air each year. The bulk of these air pol-
lutants are in the form of sulfur dioxides, nitrogen oxides, carbon
monoxides, and hydrocarbons.

Louisiana is not a large state. It ranks thirty-one in land area of all
states. Despite its relatively compact size, it managed to import more
than 305.6 million pounds of hazardous waste in 1983.2° Much of this
waste was shipped into south Louisiana. In 1986, the state had 33.2 per-
cent of the nation’s total permitted hazardous-waste landfill capacity
among active sites. Much of Louisiana’s hazardous waste generated by
the petrochemical industries is dumped in the Baton Rouge area. The
only commercial hazardous-waste site in the Baton Rouge area is the
Rollins Environmental Services facility, located adjacent to the Alsen
community. J

The Rollins site was the fourth largest in the nation, representing
11.3 percent of remaining permitted capacity in 1986.° The Rollins
hazardous-waste landfill and incinerator have been a constant sore
point for the nearby Alsen residents. The waste site has been the
source of numerous odor and health complaints from nearby commu-
nity residents and workers at the plant. The plant was cited for more
than 100 state and federal violations between 1980 and 1985 but did
1ot pay any penalties. Mary McCastle, a 72-year-old grandmother and

Alsen community leader, summed up her community’s running battle
with Rollins:

We had no warning Rollins was coming in here. When they did
come in we didn’t know what they were dumping, We did know
that it was making us sick. People used to have nice gardens

24 Bob Anderson, Mike Dunn, and Sonny Alabarado, “Prosperity in Paradise:
louisiana’s Chemical Legacy,” Morning Advocate, April 25,1985, p. 3.
25. Brown, The Toxic Cloud, p. 157.

26. Commission for Racial Justice, Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States, p. 66.
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and fruit trees. They lived off their gardens and only had to
buy meat. Some of us raised hogs and chickens. But not after
Rollins came in. Our gardens and animals were dying out.
Some days the odors from the plant would be nearly unbear-
able. We didn’t know what was causing it. We later found out
that Rollins was burning hazardous waste.”

Air quality in the Alsen community became a cause for alarm. Lo
cal residents began to question the company’s right to spew pollutants
on their community. Complaints were filed with the Louisiana Depart

~ ment of Environmental Quality (LDEQ) with no immediate results. Al

though local citizens registered their displeasure with the waste
facility’s operation, they got little attention from state environmental of
ficials. Annie Bowdry, the director of the Alsen Community Center—a
nonprofit human services program—described the state’s response (o1
lack of response) to Alsen’s needs:

Alsen is black and a nowhere place stuck out in the parish. It’s
not incorporated. It didn’t count. It was not until after state en-
vironmental officials visited the community that citizen com-
plaints were taken seriously. State officials could not believe
that people endured everyday the terrible odors from the
Rollins plant.”®

In late 1980, residents began organizing to stop the contamination
of their community. Local leaders recognized the fact that they werc
going up against a giant corporation. The annual revenue in Rollins
from hazardous waste alone was more than $69 million. Citizens werc
also aware that the company provided jobs—although few Alsen resi
dents worked at the company. Alsen residents were determined to take
a stand based on what was best for the health and welfare of their com
munity. In early 1981, local citizens filed a multimillion dollar class
action lawsuit against Rollins. The lawsuit and subsequent stafc
monitoring of the air quality problem in Alsen forced the company (0
reduce the pollutants from the waste site. Public opposition to the

27. Interview with Mary McCastle, June 23, 1988, Alsen, Louisiana.
28. Interview with Annie Bowdry, June 23, 1988, Alsen, Louisiana.
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Rollins hazardous-waste facility intensified in the mid-1980s when citi-
zen groups and environmentalists (Greenpeace, Sierra Club, and some
local grassroots groups) turned out in force to oppose an application by
the firm to burn PCBs at its incinerator. This protest was successful in
blocking the PCBs burn.

Alsen residents were outraged that their lawsuit against Rollins
dragged on for so long. Local citizens were angry that Louisiana DEQ
officials took so long to believe the horror stories of Alsen’s air pollu-
tion problem. They wondered why it was so difficult to resolve this
problem. Admon McCastle, a native of Alsen, saw racism as the root of
his community’s dilemma:

More than 15 years ago, a wealthy white property owner next
to Rollins received a half million dollar settlement from the
company for the death of his cattle after water spilled onto his
pasture. Yet, Rollins has failed to recognize it is harming
people, not cows, in the Alsen community. When I look at this,
I have to say racism has played a big part in the company’s ac-
tions and the state’s inaction.”®

After dragging on for more than six years, the lawsuit was finally
settled out of court in November 1987. The settlement, however, splin-
fered the community. Residents were polarized into “money versus
health” factions. Each plaintiff in the lawsuit received “an average of
$3,000 the day before Christmas.”® There was a “take the money and
run” atmosphere that prevailed in the battle-weary community. Oppo-
nents of the secret-settlement agreement point to the need for continual
health monitoring in the community. This is not a small point since the
plaintiffs were required to sign away their right to sue Rollins for any

~ [uture health-related problems. Annie Bowdry lodged her opposition to
i the settlement;

s

We Wanted to establish a health clinic in Alsen that would be
administered by the state [Louisiana] and paid for by Rollins.

29. Interview with Admon McCastle, June 23, 1988, Alsen Louisiana.
30. Ibid.
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Since Rollins made the people sick, they should have to pay for
the operation of the clinic. All at once, someone mentioned
money and the health clinic proposal went out the window. My
feelings about the whole thing is a dollar cannot buy my health.
But if T knew I was contaminated in time, then maybe a cure for
me could be found. If not for me, then maybe for my children.*!

Overall, life in the Alsen community has improved since residents
have become more informed on the hazardous-waste problem and con
vinced state officials to closely monitor air quality in their community.
Although economic concessions were extracted from Rollins through
an out-of-court settlement, the community was left without a health fa
cility of its own. Moreover, the settlement agreement shielded the waste
disposal company from any future health-related lawsuits by the Alsen
plaintiffs. Alsen residents still must drive to Baton Rouge for health
care services.

The community’s pollution problem is far from over because nu
merous chemical plants are still clustered along the Mississippi River
just a short distance from their homes. This problem will likely remain
as long as the backbone of Louisiana’s economy remains heavily de
pendent on its “chemical corridor” More important, increased public
opposition and tougher environmental regulations have made it more
difficult to site new hazardous-waste facilities. The Rollins hazardous
waste landfill and incinerator, thus, take on added state and regional
importance.

Louisiana, dubbed the “sportsman’s paradise,” has become an envi
ronmental nightmare as a result of lax regulations, unbridled produc
tion of toxic chemicals, and heavy dependence on the petrochemical
industry as the backbone of the state’s economy.

31. Interview with Annie Bowdry.

Dumping n Dixie (1990)




