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Background 

 Longtime Educator, Community Advocate, Researcher

 Director of NMELC

 Focus on understanding structural inequities, with a focus on racial 

hierarchies
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Community 

Agreements 

Be Present

Actively Listen

Move Up or Move Back

Respectful Dialogue

Be Open

Challenge Yourself -

Growing Edge

Reflect before Responding
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Percentage of students who graduate 

from 4-year college programs
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The Reality 

Racism continues to plague our nation.
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People of color in the U.S. experience worse outcomes and more

barriers to success than their white counterparts.



FOUR LEVELS 

OF RACISM
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Question

What is environmental racism?

WATER PROTECTION ADVISORY BOARD – AUGUST 14, 2020



Environmental 

Racism 

The disproportionate impact of 

environmental hazards on 

BIPOC – e.g. toxic waste 

facilities, garbage dumps, 

environmental pollutions, foul 

odors, etc. that lower the 

quality of life for individuals 

and communities.
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Environmental 

Racism 

 Includes institutional rules, 

regulations, policies, 

government, and/or corporate 

decisions that target specific 

communities for undesirable 

land uses and results in a lax 

enforcement of zoning and 

environmental laws 

 Because of this, communities 

are disproportionately

exposed to toxic and 

hazardous waste based upon 

race
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Environmental Racism 

It is a well-documented fact that communities of color and low-

income communities are disproportionately impacted by polluting 

industries (and very specifically, hazardous waste facilities) and lax 

regulation of these industries.
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Environmental Racism 

An estimated 70% of contaminated waste sites are located in low-

income neighborhoods, and an upwards of 2 million Americans live 

within a mile of sites that are vulnerable to flooding — the majority of 

which are in Black and Brown communities.
https://www.insider.com/environmental-racism-examples-united-states-2020-8
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Environmental Racism 

A 2018 study conducted by the EPA showed that at the national, 

state, and county levels, BIPOC are disproportionately burdened 

by particulate matter — or air pollution consisting of automobile 

fumes, smog, soot, oil smoke, ash, and construction dust — than 

white people.
https://www.insider.com/environmental-racism-examples-united-states-2020-8
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Example in the US

Cancer Alley - an 85-mile 
stretch of land along the 
Mississippi River between 
New Orleans and Baton 
Rouge, lined with oil 
refineries and 
petrochemical plants.

The location got its name 
"Cancer Alley" because 
residents of the area are 
50 times more likely to 
develop cancer than the 
average American. 
Residents are 
predominantly Black.
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In 1979, a breach from a mine near 
Church Rock east of Gallup caused 
about 94 million gallons of 
radioactive solution to flow into the 
Rio Puerco River and seep into the 
surrounding land.

The spill was never cleaned up by 
the corporation involved because 
the mines closed shortly after.

Negative impacts continue to this 
day.

“Indigenous people and their land were forgotten following 

the spill, which, by volume, was the single biggest release 

of radioactive materials in U.S. history.”
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Disproportionate Impacts of COVID-19

Across the U.S., Black and Hispanic/Latinx 
communities are experiencing far higher rates 
of COVID-19 infections and deaths than white 
communities. Nationally, Black Americans 
make up 13 percent of the population, but 
account for 30 percent of COVID-19 cases.

A state-by-state analysis found that in 32 
states and the District of Columbia, Black 
Americans are dying at disproportionate rates 
from COVID-19.

In 42 states and the District of Columbia, 
Hispanics and Latinx make up a larger share 
of COVID-19 cases than their share of the 
population.

Laborers’ Health & Safety Fund NA
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Disproportionate 

Impacts of COVID-

19

The Navajo Nation, which 

spans 27,000 square miles in 

the Southwest with a 

population of 170,000, has 

recorded more than 11,000 

positive cases and more than 

400 deaths. 

The Navajo Nation has had 

“the most cases per capita in 

the country and as many 

cases as some of our small 

states in the U.S.”
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COVID-19 and Environmental Racism 

Why do you think BIPOC communities are being disproportionately 

impacted by COVID-19? Why are BIPOC dying at much greater 

numbers from COVID-19 than whites?
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Access to Water is a Basic Human Right

The Village of To’hajiilee, located along the western 

most boundary of Bernalillo County, is a chapter of 

the Navajo Nation. 

The wells that supply clean water to To’hajiilee have 

dried up resulting in the shipping in of all water for 

household and community needs.

WALH has denied a right of way that would give the 

Village access to much needed water.
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Call to Action

 The work starts with yourself, let go of the guilt, defensiveness, and 

denial and instead commit to knowledge-building, empathetic action, 

and change

 Engage and commit to ‘tough’ conversations. Deep equity work is 

challenging and uncomfortable, but it must be done

 Raise the equity question regardless of who is in the room and ask how 

any decision/policy will impact frontline communities

 Listen to and be an advocate for frontline communities who bear the 

brunt of environmental racism; frontline communities need to be at the 

forefront, not an afterthought
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