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Introduction

Environmental Justice Claims

Two of the most controversial claims of the environmental justice move-
ment (EJM) are the assertions that hazardous facilities are concentrated 
in minority and low-income communities in the United States and that 
those communities are exposed to inordinate amounts of environmen-
tal hazards. These claims are often used to spur mobilization around 
environmental issues in such communities. Though I have elsewhere 
(2009) documented a long history of noxious and hazardous facilities 
being located within or close to minority and low-income communi-
ties and evidence of minority environmental activism that predates the 
twentieth century, it is only in the past three decades that a sustained 
movement focused on environmental inequalities has arisen. The rise 
of contemporary EJM coincides with the emergence of environmental 
justice (EJ) scholarship, policies, legal challenges, and so on.

During the 1960s and 1970s, there was a marked shift in minority 
responses to environmental inequalities that laid the groundwork for 
the EJM. Minority activists became more deliberate in their environ-
mental activism  —  they linked environment with racial and other kinds 
of social inequalities and framed the issues in terms of rights to safe 
and healthy environments. Minorities also agitated for more research 
on environmental inequalities, treatment of illnesses arising from expo-
sure to environmental hazards, policies to facilitate improvement in 
conditions, and legal redress of harm suffered (D.E. Taylor, 2010, 2011). 
In addition, minority scholars and activists began to write and speak 
about environmental issues in the 1970s by linking them with race and 
social inequality (see for instance Hare, 1970).
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Why Don’t They Move?

Several events related to the siting of hazardous facilities, the dump-
ing of hazardous wastes, and the contamination of minority communi-
ties led to the emergence of the EJM in the late 1980s to early 1990s. 
The movement asserted that minorities and the poor lived in the most 
degraded environments. Among other things, movement activists ar-
gued that minority communities hosted a disproportionate number of 
hazardous and noxious facilities, were destroyed for freeways or com-
mercial development, were deprived of amenities such as parks and 
open space, and were saddled with poor transportation and garbage- 
removal services. EJ activists coined the term “environmental racism” 
to describe processes that resulted in minority and low-income com-
munities facing disproportionate environmental harms and limited 
environmental benefits (D.E. Taylor, 2000, 2010, 2011).

In response to these claims, skeptics have asked the question, Why 
don’t they move? This question is asked of rural and urban communi-
ties that articulate the aforementioned types of EJ claims. Famed civil 
rights activist and field secretary for the state of Mississippi’s National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Med-
gar Evers reflected on this question in a 1958 essay titled “Why I Live 
in Mississippi.” Evers said, “It may sound funny, but I love the South. 
I don’t choose to live anywhere else. There’s land here, and a man can 
raise cattle, and I’m going to do that some day. There are lakes where a 
man can sink a hook and fight the bass. There is room for my children 
to play and grow, and become good citizens” (Evers, 2005: 111).

Gail Small, a member of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe and executive 
director of Native Action in Lame Deer, Montana, responds this way:

I’ve always known that this is the place I was meant to be. This is my 
source of strength here. This land that I live on today with my four kids, 
it’s my mother’s family’s land. And her family, they’re buried right behind 
us here in the hills. . . . The land is tied to the culture, to the language, to 
the view point. There’s a tremendous spiritual connection to our home-
land. (Katahdin Foundation, 2005)

Evers and Small are referring to access to land, ownership of it, and 
connection to it as reasons why people do not move. They are also re-
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ferring to the challenges that poor rural residents face in considering 
relocation to places where they will not have enough funds to purchase 
land or a new home or must forgo supplementing their income with 
subsistence activities. Urbanites in communities exposed to environ-
mental hazards also face an array of challenges if and when they con-
sider relocation.

This book examines the underlying assumptions behind this and 
similar questions and analyzes the forces that constrain, compel, or 
encourage the movement of minorities. It examines the expulsion of 
minorities from desirable land and communities, the demolition of 
their neighborhoods, the relocation of minorities to segregated neigh-
borhoods, and the construction of minority neighborhoods in undesir-
able locations. Moreover, the book examines how industrial processes 
expose minorities and low-income people to dangerous environmental 
conditions. Throughout, the book explores why minorities live in com-
munities with hazardous facilities in them or close by. Hence, the book 
focuses on three key questions: Why do minorities live adjacent to haz-
ardous facilities or become exposed to environmental hazards? Why do 
they not move? And who or what keeps them from moving?

Theories, Arguments, Research, and Evidence

EJM claims and activism have stimulated a robust area of research 
and inquiry. This book focuses on one of the largest and most conten-
tious areas of EJ research  —  the exposure to environmental hazards and 
industrial activities in minority and low-income communities. The 
book reviews the research in the field. Though several scholars have 
published reviews of EJ research (Goldman, 1993; Pulido, 1996; Pinder-
hughes, 1996; Lui, 2001; Bowen, 2002; Rinquist, 2000, 2005; Noonan, 
2008; Sze and London, 2008; Mohai, Pellow, and Roberts, 2009; D.E. 
Taylor, 2010, 2011), the review attempted in this book explores the rela-
tionship between exposure to environmental hazards and residential 
mobility more comprehensively and systematically than earlier publica-
tions have. It examines the theories and arguments that have been put 
forward to explain these phenomena and discusses the evidence pre-
sented to support or refute the claims of researchers, EJ advocates, and 
EJ skeptics.
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This book urges EJ researchers to pay more attention to both rural 
and urban EJ issues and to refine their methods to account for the 
complexity of EJ issues. The book demonstrates that some of the same 
processes that have been identified and investigated in urban settings, 
such as segregation and displacement, also occur in rural contexts in 
ways that influence outcomes. Unlike Jeffreys, who argues that “the fact 
remains that environmental problems, from a minority perspective, 
are rather trivial in comparison to the larger economic and civil liberty 
issues” (1994: 679), this book illustrates that environmental issues are 
vitally important to minorities. Many minorities recognize this impor-
tance and are deeply engaged in environmental affairs.

Overview of the Book

Chapter 1 examines several landmark EJ cases occurring in Black com-
munities in the South that led to activism around environmental issues. 
These cases help the reader to understand the mechanisms by which 
communities of color are found in close proximity to hazardous facili-
ties. I examine the claim of disproportionate siting, racism, and dis-
crimination in chapter 2. Chapter 3 examines the internal colonialism 
thesis in cases occurring in Native American communities in the West. 
Here, too, the processes by which hazardous facilities and industrial 
operations occur in or adjacent to minority communities are explored. 
In chapter 4, I examine several theses and arguments that can be 
grouped under the category of market dynamics. These theses examine 
several arguments related to residential mobility. They home in on the 
question of who moves or stays when people are confronted with the 
likelihood that they may be exposed to environmental hazards.

Chapter 5 examines how the legal, regulatory, and administrative 
contexts influence siting, exposure to hazards, and the ability of juris-
dictions to enact and enforce environmental protections. Chapter 6 dis-
cusses the roles of manipulation, enticement, and environmental black-
mail in the siting process and the operation of hazardous facilities.

The rest of the book focuses on the relationship between segrega-
tion, housing choices, and residential mobility. Chapter 7 examines 
residential segregation and the rise of racialized zoning, while chapter 8 
explores the use of restrictive covenants to foster residential segregation. 
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Chapter 9 explores eminent domain, urban renewal, and contempo-
rary forms of expulsive zoning. It also discusses segregation and public 
housing. Chapter 10 assesses whether housing discrimination is a thing 
of the past or still a contemporary phenomenon. The conclusion briefly 
discusses future directions of EJ research.
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Toxic Exposure

Landmark Cases in the South and the Rise of 
Environmental Justice Activism

As minorities grew increasingly concerned about exposure to environ-
mental hazards in the late 1970s and early 1980s, two events led them to 
consider the broader implications of living in close proximity to hazard-
ous industrial facilities. These were the contamination of the waterways 
around Triana, Alabama, with pesticides from a manufacturing facility 
and the siting of a hazardous waste landfill in Warren County, North 
Carolina. A third region  —  Cancer Alley in Louisiana  —  is also discussed 
in this chapter because of its significance in amplifying awareness of 
environmental hazards in minority communities. This chapter shows 
how rural communities played an important role in raising public 
awareness of EJ issues.

The cases discussed in this chapter are also important because they 
helped to establish the master frame for many of the EJ claims that 
arose vis-à-vis minorities and exposure to hazards. These landmark 
cases also helped to establish organizing and legal strategies, as well as 
policy agendas. The cases also provided some of the early opportuni-
ties for scholars to examine the relationship between environment and 
social justice.

Triana  —  DDT Contamination and Toxic Fish Consumption

When residents of the small, predominantly Black rural settlement of 
Triana, Alabama, discovered that they were poisoned with dichloro-
diphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) in 1978, they wondered how race and 
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poverty were related to their exposure. Beginning in 1947, DDT  —  an 
insecticide widely used to spray crops and kill mosquitoes  —  was man-
ufactured in the Calabama Chemical Company facility located about 
six miles from Triana. Calabama operated on land leased from the U.S. 
Army at the sprawling Redstone Arsenal complex. In 1954, Olin pur-
chased the Calabama Chemical Company and continued to manufac-
ture DDT at the plant till 1970 (Olin v. Insurance Company, 1992; Rob-
erts, Laughlin, Hsheih, and Legters, 1997).

While in business, the plant operated seven days a week produc-
ing between one to two million pounds of DDT monthly. Waste water 
contaminated with DDT was released into brick-lined trenches run-
ning alongside the factory. The trenches transported the effluents from 
the Olin factory to an acid-neutralization pit and a series of drainage 
ditches that emptied into a stream  —  the Huntsville Spring Branch. The 
two most contaminated streams were the Huntsville Spring Branch and 
Indian Creek. Both tributaries empty into the Tennessee River at Tri-
ana. Roughly 75% of the residents of Triana are Black (Olin v. Insurance 
Company, 1991; U.S. EPA, 1986b, 2002; Reich, Perkins, and Cutter, 1985).

The lives of Triana residents were inextricably linked to what went 
on in the DDT-manufacturing facility. Contaminated waste water from 
the factory traveled less than a mile before emptying into the Hunts-
ville Spring Branch. Triana residents fished for and consumed contami-
nated fish from Indian Creek; they also used the creek and the Tennes-
see River for their drinking-water supply till 1967. That year a well was 
constructed in Triana, and water was piped to residents’ homes (Kreiss 
et al., 1981; Olin v. Insurance Company, 1992). DDT is a chemical that 
poses danger to human health. It is associated with increased risk of 
pancreatic and breast cancer, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, hypertension, 
impaired neural functions, liver disease, reduced psychomotor func-
tion, obesity, elevated cholesterol, and reduced fecundity and other 
reproductive problems (Kreiss et al., 1981).

Contamination of Local Waterways

Though Olin representatives testified in court that the company believed 
it operated a “closed plant,” that is, a facility that did not allow its prod-
uct (DDT) or byproducts to escape into the environment, the plant 
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released DDT almost continuously during its operation. Records show 
that even before Olin acquired the plant, DDT was escaping into local 
tributaries. In 1948, Calabama’s manager, Benton Wilcoxin (who con-
tinued to manage the plant after Olin bought it), discovered that DDT 
was settling in the waste-water trenches. In 1952, the Army, concerned 
about chemical leakage from the plant, set maximum levels of 10 parts 
per million (ppm) DDT for the effluents. The Army also established a 
zero permissible level of DDT for the Huntsville Spring Branch. None-
theless, three years later, Olin engineers found DDT in the waste-water 
trenches. DDT was again found in samples analyzed from the trenches 
in 1957 and 1961. While events unfolded at Olin, research evidence was 
mounting that DDT was harmful to humans and the environment. By 
the mid-1950s, researchers and DDT manufacturers were aware that 
the chemical was very toxic. In fact, Olin began putting warning labels 
on some of its DDT products between 1957 and 1958 that alerted users 
that the products should not be used near children, fish, or wild fowl 
(Olin v. Insurance Company, 1991, 1992). As early as 1959, the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service reported that there was a 97% drop in the number 
of double-crested cormorants at the Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge 
(parts of which abut the Redstone Arsenal). Fourteen hundred acres of 
the refuge were contaminated with DDT, and by 1963 there was also 
a 90% decrease in the number of red-shouldered hawks (Press, 1981; 
Maynard, Cooper & Gale, 1995; U.S. EPA, 1983). Rachel Carson’s 1962 
book, Silent Spring, also provided strong evidence that DDT was harm-
ful to wildlife and humans.

During the 1960s, the Army increased the testing of nearby creeks 
as public awareness of the dangers of DDT grew. After a buildup of 
DDT was observed at the confluence of the Olin drainage ditch and the 
Huntsville Spring Branch in 1963, the Public Health Service was asked 
to conduct a study. The Public Health Service found toxic levels of DDT 
in the Huntsville Spring Branch and that the fish in the creek were 
dying from exposure to the chemical. The study also found traces of 
DDT at a dam more than 100 miles downstream of the Olin plant. Tox-
icity data in the Public Health Service report indicate that fish exposed 
to 25% concentration of Olin’s effluents died within an hour of expo-
sure. The study expressed concern for the health of fish and wildlife and 
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for people consuming them. However, it was several more years before 
local Blacks who were subsistence anglers and who consumed large 
quantities of fish from the creeks around the Olin plant were tested 
and warned about DDT contamination. In 1964, the Tennessee Val-
ley Authority (TVA  —  which has jurisdiction over the Tennessee River 
watershed) also conducted a study of the Huntsville Spring Branch and 
found that it was polluted with DDT. That same year, the Army notified 
Olin that it had lowered the limit of DDT permissible in the effluents to 
80 parts per billion (Olin v. Insurance Company, 1991, 1992).

Nonetheless, the Olin plant continued to pollute the waterways with 
DDT throughout the 1960s. In 1965, Olin began running its effluents 
through a settling tank in an attempt to filter out contaminants and 
reduce water pollution. The tank filled up quickly, collecting more than 
12,000 pounds of DDT-tainted materials in a four-month period. Court 
documents also show that Olin executives were notified that DDT was 
being released by the plant. A 1967 conference concerning pollution at 
the Redstone Arsenal concluded that pollution in the Huntsville Spring 
Branch was dangerous to aquatic life. Finally, in August 1969, the Army 
began procedures to close the facility on the grounds that Olin had vio-
lated its lease by releasing DDT into local streams. When a new filtering 
system failed to stem the flow of DDT from the plant, the Huntsville 
facility closed on June 30, 1970. Six months later, the federal government 
banned all DDT use in the U.S. except for emergency purposes (Olin v. 
Insurance Company, 1991, 1992; Reich, Perkins, and Cutter, 1985).

When Olin’s manufacturing facility closed, the company left behind 
about 417 tons of DDT in the water and sediments of Huntsville Spring 
Branch –  Indian Creek tributaries (U.S. EPA, 1983, 1986b). A 1972 Army 
study found extensive water pollution in the area around the defunct 
Olin plant. Fish in area streams also had high levels of DDT in their 
systems. Based on the results of the tests, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) ordered the Army to clean up the facility. In 1978, TVA 
conducted another study of DDT contamination in waterways down-
stream of the Redstone Arsenal and found very high levels of DDT in 
the fish. The report also expressed concern for the people in the area 
who ate the contaminated fish. The report was made public, and it was 
at this juncture that the residents of Triana learned that they might be 
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contaminated with DDT (Olin v. Insurance Company, 1991, 1992; May-
nard, Cooper & Gale, 1995; Press, 1981; Hollis, 1980; Reynolds, 1980; 
NIH, 1997).

Shortly after the 1978 TVA study was released, the EPA ordered the 
Army to develop a remediation plan for the Huntsville Spring Branch. 
The Army argued that it was not responsible for cleanup because the 
Wheeler Wildlife Refuge is just outside the Redstone Arsenal boundary. 
Eventually the Army acquiesced and collaborated with the EPA and the 
Fish and Wildlife Service to resolve the problem (Noland, 1979). The 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) analyzed samples of fish caught in 
Indian Creek in 1979 and found they had an average of 226 milligrams 
per kilogram (mg/kg) of DDT residues. The Food and Drug Adminis-
tration’s action level for DDT is set at 5 mg/kg (Kreiss et al., 1981).

Residents Tested

The lack of concern for local residents shown by wildlife managers, 
some government agencies, the Army, Calabama Chemical Com-
pany, and Olin did not escape the notice of Triana’s residents. Though 
evidence of DDT contamination was identified as early as 1948 and 
research indicating that the chemical might be harmful to humans 
began surfacing in the 1950s, Blacks who lived close to the Olin plant 
and who drank contaminated water and ate large quantities of toxic fish 
were not tested or alerted to the problem till three decades after the 
problem was first identified. Clyde Foster, then mayor of Triana and 
one of the plaintiffs in the lawsuits discussed in the following section, 
argued that the TVA knew of the contamination but did not warn or 
test Triana’s residents (Haggerty, 1980: 14).

In another interview, Foster charged that state and federal agen-
cies knew of the excessive levels of DDT in fish consumed by Triana 
residents for years but refrained from making the information pub-
lic because they wanted to use Triana’s residents as “guinea pigs.” The 
police chief, Joe Fletcher, echoes Foster’s sentiments. Fletcher thinks 
the Army knew of the contamination for a long time. He argues, “They 
knew it was there. . . . They should have come down and told us about it 
in 1964, when we were incorporated” (Noland, 1979: 15).

The first round of testing of residents began in December 1978. The 
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CDC collected blood samples from 12 residents. Analysis showed that 
one of the test subjects had DDT and DDE (dichlorodiphenyldichloro-
ethylene) levels that were twice as high as any level previously recorded 
in the medical literature. The CDC conducted a more extensive study 
in 1979 in which 518 people were tested; 86.9% of the study participants 
were Black. Participants ranged in age from a few weeks to 90 years old. 
Adults had resided in Triana for an average of 24.9 years. There were 
several ways in which Triana residents were exposed to DDT. Routes of 
exposure included consumption of locally caught fish, imbibing water 
from local creeks, spraying of nearby cotton fields, and working in the 
pesticide-manufacturing facility. However, the primary source of expo-
sure was through fish consumption. The median fish consumption was 
4.3 fish meals per month; however, some study participants reported 
consuming fish once or twice daily (Kreiss et al., 1981).

 The study found that the average DDT level in the study popula-
tion was 159.4 nanograms per milliliter (ng/ml). However, six partici-
pants had between 1,000 and 2,820.5 ng/ml of DDT in their systems. A 
third of the sample had DDT levels that were greater than 500 ng/ml, 
and 28% had levels of DDT and its derivatives in their blood that were 
ten times the U.S. average. At the time of the study, the U.S. average 
for DDT levels in people 12 to 74 years was 15 ng/ml. The study found 
that DDT levels were higher in Blacks than in Whites and higher in 
males than in females. The study also found that age was the strongest 
predictor of DDT levels  —  the oldest respondents had the highest levels 
of DDT. Prior to this study, it was assumed that chronic exposure to 
DDT resulted in a steady-state condition in which intake of the pesti-
cide would match the levels at which it is excreted from the body. The 
CDC study indicated that DDT continued to accumulate in the body 
over time (Kreiss et al., 1981).

Lawsuits

In July 1979, 32 commercial fishermen filed suit against Olin ( James v. 
Olin, 1979). They argued that they suffered personal injury and property 
damage from the DDT contamination. Two months later, the state of 
Alabama also filed suit against Olin (Alabama v. Olin, 1979). A second 
CDC study was published in 1980 showing very high levels of DDT in 
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the blood serum of Triana residents. The study also revealed that Triana 
residents had high levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in their 
blood stream. The discovery of PCBs in residents’ bloodstream trig-
gered a search for the source of the cancer-causing agent, but no major 
source of PCBs was found (Redstone Arsenal, 1980).

In 1980, three lawsuits were filed against Olin by residents and one by 
the U.S. government (Freeman v. Olin, 1980; Parcus v. Olin, 1980; Cha-
rest v. Olin, 1981; United States v. Olin, 1980). At the time, 866 of the 1,158 
residents of Triana were Black (U.S. Census Bureau, 1980). The three 
citizens’ suits (Freeman v. Olin, Parcus v. Olin, and Charest v. Olin) were 
brought on behalf of 1,200 residents living downstream of the Redstone 
Arsenal. The suits alleged that plaintiffs had eaten fish from the streams 
and had consumed water from the creeks and rivers. Plaintiffs were 
compensated $10,000 apiece. In all, 15 lawsuits (including class-action 
suits) were filed by individuals and government agencies (Olin v. Insur-
ance Company, 1991, 1992; McGovern, 1997). The Redstone Arsenal site 
was declared a Superfund site in 1981. In December 1982, Olin reached 
an agreement with the EPA to clean up the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge as 
well as the Huntsville Spring Branch and Indian Creek tributaries. As 
part of the agreement, Olin promised to lower the level of DDT in cat-
fish to 5 ppm by 1997 (catfish is used as an indicator species, and 5 ppm 
is the federal tolerance level for DDT), to excavate new channels and 
divert the flow of Huntsville Spring Branch and Indian Creek around 
the most contaminated portions of the tributaries, and to bury contam-
inated sediments in place. The agreement also called for Olin to pro-
vide $24 million ($19 million of which went to satisfy personal injury 
claims) to help residents in the contaminated area (U.S. EPA, 1983, 1986, 
2002). Additional lawsuits were filed, and eventually more than 13,000 
plaintiffs filed suit against Olin, the TVA, and the Army (residents of 
six counties were eligible to file claims). All the lawsuits were eventu-
ally settled for more than $80 million (Olin v. Insurance Company, 1991; 
McGovern, 1990, 1997).

Continued Monitoring

Federal agencies continued to monitor the waterways around the Olin 
plant for decades. A 1985 study of the aquatic ecosystem found that 
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levels of DDT contamination in Indian Creek and Huntsville Spring 
Branch was still extremely high (Reich, Perkins, and Cutter, 1985). From 
1980 to 1998, the TVA and other agencies collected fish samples in the 
lower Tennessee River basin (including samples from the Huntsville 
Spring Branch and Indian Creek). The Alabama Department of Envi-
ronmental Management issued consumption advisories warning peo-
ple not to eat the fish from Huntsville Spring Branch and Indian Creek 
because it was contaminated with DDT, dichlorodiphenyldichloroeth-
ane, DDE, and PCBs (Knight and Powell, 2001).

In 1997, the National Institutes of Health funded a study to exam-
ine the link between exposure to DDT and breast cancer (NIH, 1997). 
Breast exams and mammograms were conducted on 228 women aged 
19 to 91; 80% of the study participants were Black. Though the study 
did not establish a link between breast cancer and DDT levels, it found 
that DDT and DDE levels in the blood serum of the study participants 
were very high (Rusiecki et al., 2006). Despite these results, community 
activists report that Triana women are dying from breast cancer (Asso-
ciated Press, 2002).

Warren County  —  PCB Landfill

PCB Contamination

Though the Triana case was compelling, it was the events that occurred 
in Warren County, North Carolina, that changed everything. That is, 
the images of Black protestors lying face up across a rural road while a 
large dump truck filled with PCB-laced dirt inched toward them gar-
nered much interest and shocked the nation. In 1982, residents of the 
predominantly Black Warren County (North Carolina) began protest-
ing the construction of a chemical-waste landfill near Afton in which 
the state planned to bury 400,000 cubic yards of soil tainted with 
PCBs (LaBalme, 1988). The contamination occurred when a contrac-
tor (Robert Burns and his two sons) hired by Robert Ward of the Ward 
Transformer Company of Raleigh, North Carolina, to dispose of haz-
ardous wastes sprayed approximately 12,850 gallons of PCB-tainted flu-
ids along 210 miles of roads at 51 different sites in 14 counties in North 
Carolina in 1978. Ward Transformer bought, stored, rebuilt, and resold 
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