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Article 6.6

MAPPING ENVIRONMENTAL INJUSTICE

Race, Class, and Industrial Air Pollution

BY KLARA ZWICKL, MICHAEL ASH, anp JAMES K. BOYCE
November/December 2015
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Eust St. Louis, IIL, just across the Mississippi River from St. Louis, Mo., is not
your typical American town. It has a hazardous waste incinerator, numerous
chemical plants, and multiple “national priority” toxic waste sites. It’s also home to
26,000 residents, 98% of them African-American. The median household income is #
about §21,000—meaning that half the households in the city have annual incomes
even lower. The rate of childhood asthma is among the highest in the nation.

America’s polluters are not color-blind. Nor are they oblifious to distinctions
of class. Studies of environmental inequality have found that minorities and low-
income communities often bear disproportionate pollution burdens. One of the
reasons was revealed in a consultant report to the California Waste Management
Board that surfaced in the 1980s: “A great deal of time, resources, and planning
could be saved and political problems avoided if people who are resentful and people
who are amenable to Waste-to-Energy projects [a.k.a. incinerators] could be identi-
fied before selecting a site,” the report observed. It recommended that “middle and
higher-socioeconomic strata neighborhoods should not fall at least within the one-
mile and five-mile radii of the proposed site.”

Rather than being distributed randomly across the U.S. population, pollution
mirrors the distribution of power and wealth. Pollution disparities reflect conscious
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FIGURE 2: AVERAGE INDUSTRIAL AIR TOXICS EXPOSURE (EPA SCORE) BY
POVERTY AND MINORITY STATUS, 10 EPA REGIONS
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has combined these dara with information on the toxicity and dispersion of hazard-
ous chemical releases ro create the Risk-Screening Environmental Indicators (RSEI),
the database we use, that estimates the total human health risks in neighborhoods
across the country from multiple industrial pollution sources and chemicals.
Industrial air pollution varies greatly across regions of the country. Figure 1

shows thc level of healch risk faced by the median resident (in the middle of the
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mmunities whereas whites are more concentrated in upj
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main factor explaining disparities in pollution exposure, whereas
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