Environmental impacts disproportionately impact minorities – must reverse ecological damage to alleviate racism
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Environmental and social issues are two sides of the same coin. Multinational corporations now decide the fate of local environments and communities while governments back away from former committments to ensure the well-being of their citizens. The central question is who pays for and who benefits from the current economic systems? Who are the communities and countries that get dumped on and who does the dumping? ``In the United States, race interacts with class to create special environmental and health vulnerabilities. People of colour, however, face elevated toxic exposure levels even when social class variables (income, education, and occupational status) are held constant. Race has been found to be an independent factor...in predicting the distribution of air pollution, contaminated fish consumption, the location of abandoned toxic waste dumps and lead poisioning in children," writes Robert Bullard, author of `Dumping in Dixie.' Many studies have shown the unholy alliance between race and poisoned environments. A landmark study was undertaken by the Commission for Racial Justice (CRJ) in 1987. Some of the conclusions of the report titled Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States - A National Report on the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with Hazardous Waste Sites were: * Communities with the greatest number of commercial hazardous waste facilities had the highest composition of ethnic residents. * Three of the five largest commercial hazardous waste landfills in the USA were located in predominantly black or Hispanic communities. * Three of every black and Hispanic Americans lived in communities with one or more such sites. Rev. Benjamin Chavis, the director of CRJ, a grassroots organization in the USA fighting environmental racism can be credited with coining the term `environmental racism.' He defines it as, ``racial discrimination in environmental policy making and the enforcement of regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of people of colour communities for toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the life-threatening presence of poisons and pollutants in our communities, and the history of excluding people of colour from leadership in the environmental movement." Environmental racism gets played out on a global scale, reinforcing the inequities between the so-called First and Third worlds. The so-called developing countries are a prime target for locating polluting industries and dispatching hazardous industrial and nuclear wastes. Here is just one example of `toxic colonialism': ``Today more than 1,900 maquiladoras, assembly plants operated by American, Japanese and other foreign countries are located along the 2000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. These plants use cheap Mexican labour to assemble products from imported components and raw materials, and then ship them back to the United States. Nearly half a million Mexicans work in the maquiladoras. They earn an average of $3.75 a day. While these plants bring jobs, albeit low-paying ones, they exacerbate local pollution byt overcrowding the border towns, straining sewage and water systems and reducing air quality...The Mexican environmental regulatory agency is understaffed and ill-equipped to adequately enforce the country's laws." writes Bullard. Why are people of colour targeted? Very simply because they are seen as weak, vulnerable and helpless. Many people in low pay, low skill jobs do not have the power to choose the conditions under which they work or live. In today's see-saw economy the fear of job loss has undermined the power of workers and unions even further, making environmental racism more widespread.
