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THE ERA OF AN AMERICAN ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT DOMINATED
by the interests of white people is over. The beginning of the end
came in September 1982, in Warren County, North Carolina, when more
than 500 predominantly African-American residents were arrested for
blocking the path of trucks carrying toxic PCBs to a newly designated haz-
ardous-waste landfill. Among those taken into custody was the Reverend
Benjamin Chavis, executive director of the United Church of Christ
Commission for Racial Justice (CRJ). His suspicions as to why North
Carolina would choose a black community as a dump for its poison were
confirmed in a milestone report by
the CR] in 1987, which demon-
strated that the single most signifi- f\-
cant factor in the siting of '
hazardous-waste facilities
nationwide was race. A
subsequent report, by the
National Law Journal, found that the
EPA took 20 percent longer to iden-
tify Superfund sites in minority
communities, and that polluters of
those neighborhoods were fined
only half as much as polluters of
white ones.
Armed with proof of what
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loose alliance of church,
labor, civil rights, and community
groups led by people of color arose to demand environmental justice.
Part of doing so meant confronting the so-called “Group of Ten,” the na-
tion’s largest—and largely white—environmental groups, and bluntly
accusing them of racism. :
The charges came in carly 1990 in a jolting series of letters from
Louisiana's Gulf Coast Tenant Leadership Development Project and the
Southwest Organizing Project in Albuquerque (see “The Letter
That Shook a Movement,” page 34). Abashed, many of the main-
stream groups vowed reformation, if not transformation. Last
May, in a speech celebrating the Sierra Club’s centennial at
Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, then-Exccutive Director Michael Fischer
called for “a friendly takeover of the Sierra Club by people of color.™ The
alternative, he said, was for the Club to “remain a middle-class group of
backpackers, overwhelmingly white in membership, program, and
agenda—and thus condemn(ed] to losing influence in an increasingly
multicultural country. . . . The struggle for environmental justice in this
country and around the globe must be the primary goal of the Sierra Club
during its second century.”
Recently Sierra invited some of the leading proponents of the environ-

Sierna o 51

Cal-Hi SEAC Environmental Justice Organizing Guide

Page 7



mental justice movement to San Francisco to explore how
we might arrive at that multicultural future. Attending were
the Reverend Chavis; Richard Moore, co-chair of the South-
west Network for Environmental and Economic Justice in
Albuquerque and longtime community organizer; Vivien
Li, chair of the Sierra Club's Ethnic Diversity Task Force and
director of the Boston Harbor Association; Scott Dougias,
then community organizer with the Sierra Club’s Southeast
Office (he has since been named director of Greater Birm-
ingham Ministries); and Winona LaDuke, director of the
White Earth Recovery Project in Minnesota. The discussion
was moderated by Carl Anthony, president of Earth Island
Institute in San Francisco and founder of its

Urban Habitat Program.

Carl Anthoay: We've all been involved in the
struggle for environmental justice for a very
long time, even if we didn’t always call it that.
Reverend Chavis, you invented the term “envi-
ronmental racism,” didn’t you?

Bemjamia Chavis: We coined it, but the reality
was out there—we just gave language to it. This
movement for environmental justice is a defini-
tive movement: we're redefining our realities.
Our guiding principle is that our work must be
done from a grassroots perspective, and it must
be multiracial and multicultural. We are learn-
ing how to do that. There’s no blueprint, but
there are guiding principles that emerge, and
that’s what we want to share with you.

The good news is, we’re being inclusive, not
exclusive. We're not saying to take the incinera-
tors and the toxic-waste dumps out of our com-
munities and put them in white communities—
we're saying they should not be in anybody’s
community. When the movement first got
going-I think some whites actually became
afraid, because they thought it was a movement
of retribution. It is not 2 movement of retri-
bution—it is 2 movement for justice. You can’t
get justice by doing an injustice on somebody

mental justice movement from a 30-year-long career in the
civil rights movement, in the fight for racial justice. I find
that the environmental justice movement is emerging as the
bridge movement, bringing diverse racial and ethnic com-
munities together in a profound way, a way no other issue
even has the potential o do.

Richard Moors: It's certainly the first meeting that I've at-
tended where we've been asked to come together and have
this kind of dialogue. We appreciate that—that’s what the let-
ters and all that was about in the first place.

Aathony: Richard, you've wrinten quite a few letters, and
they all made a lot of waves. Could you tell us about the one

“We llave to Le carefu.l we J.o not aﬂow ourselves to ]3e

pitted against each other,
divided and conquerecl."

clse. When you have lived through suffering and hardship,
you want to remove them, not only from your own people
but from all peoples.

By the way, I'm a history buff, and I would like to note
that the Sierra Club is the first one of the Group of Ten to
actually invite members of the environmental justice move-
ment to its national headquarters. I've come to the environ-
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that you wrote to the big environmental groups?
Moore: Back in 1990 we had classes at the Southwest Net-
work in how to write. A lot of our people don't know how,
and we figured if we were going to offer literacy classes, we
should at least do something pfoductive. It was very diffi-
cult for us; we spent a lot of time talking about it, because
we knew that there would be ramifications. It meant a lot to
people because it was the first time that we've had the op-
portunity, as poor people, as working-class people, as people
of color, to sit down and talk about how we feel about things
and then transfer that to paper.

Basically, we raised three issues. One, the issue of some—
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not all—of the mainstream environmental orga-

nizations accepting money from the same cor-
porations that are killing our people.

Secondly, we had concerns abour the staffing
of mainstream environmental organizations and
the composition of their boards. If you put one
black person or brown person or red person
or yellow person on the board and think, “OK,
everything's going to be cool,” that's not what
we're talking about. We have not seen the kind
of forward movement that we would have
hoped to see. We knew nothing was going to
change overnight, but at the same time we have
not seen that movement.

The third one is more basic. Who is it you are
advocating for? In New Mexico, where I've
lived 25 years now, there has been 2 history of
problems and conflict between our communi-
ties and environmental organizations. We're
talking about land issues, water issues, regula-
tions that environmental organizations have
been pushing forward—for the protection of
who? For what? If it’s for the protection of us,
then how come we haven’t been involved in it?
Why do we have 10 hear something third down
the line, sixth down the linc, or never down the
line? If it is to protect our interests, then bring
us to the table, because we do very fine at pro-
tecting our own interests.

“The traditional movement distances itself from cities,

denying that they are even

part of the environment.”

Anthamy: A good example of the attitudes of the more esab-
lished groups toward communities of color is Blueprint
Jor the Environment, which was submitted to George Bush
when he took office. It contained 750 detailed recommen-
dations from 18 established environmental groups, includ-
ing proposals for every Cabinet department except two: the
Department of Housing and Urban Development and the
Department of Labor. The groups could have made rec-
ommendations about lead poisoning, energy conservation
in public housing, siting of affordable housing near trans-
portation corridors, occupational health-and-safety issues in
the workplace. But they didn't. In retrospect, it is clear that
ignoring these two departments clearly reflected the move-
ment's racial and class biases.

Your letters made public what a lot of us in social justice
movements were fecling. At first, many of the environmen-
tal groups denied charges of racism. But then, gradually, they
realized that the charges were serious. It was a kind of wake-
up call. Vivien, how did the Sierra Club respond?

Yivien Li: The Sierra Club started looking at the issue of en-
vironmental justice in the 1970s. We cosponsored, with two
other environmental groups and the National Urban
League, a conference in 1978 in Detroit that brought to-
gether 700 people from around the country, people of color
as well as more traditional environmentalists, to look at how
the civil rights moveément could work together with the en-
vironmental movement.

Unfortunately, once the Reagan/Bush administration
came in, people went back to protecting their own turf. Had
there been a continuation of that kind of coalition effort at
the grassroots level, I think we would be a lot further ahead
today. I think your letters were important, because they fo-
cused people’s attention on working together again.

As to the funding issue, I've served for three years on a
three-person committee that reviews every corporate gift to
the Sierra Club over $1,000. We do not take money from the
oil industry, from the paper industry, from chemical compa-
nies, tobacco companies, or major polluters. If there is ever
any doubt about a corporation’s environmental record, we
don't take money from them.

The diversity of our staff and board is an issue that con-
cerns the Club. We don't have an easy fix for it, but we're

committed to trying to change, starting at the grassroots and
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The Letter That Shook a Movement

HE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
movement, a loose coalition of
hundreds of grassroots groups led
by people of clos, was born out of

a challenge to the country’s largest environ-
mental organizations. Below are exxerpts
from a letter sens by the Southwest Organiz-
ing Project on March 15, 1990, 1o what’s
known as the “Group of Ten”: the Sierra
Club, Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund,
Friends of the Earth, The Wilderness Soa-
ety, National Audusbon Society, Natural Re-
sources Defense Council, Environmental
Defense Fund, National Wildlife Federa-
tion, Izaak Walton League, and National
Purks and Conservation Association.

We are writing this letter in the be-
lief that through dialogue and mutual

strategizing we can create a global en-
vironmental movement that protects

usall....
For centuries, people of color in our
. region have been subjected to racist and
genocidal practices, including the theft
of lands and water, the murder of in-
nocent people, and the degradation of
our environment. Mining companies
extract minerals, leaving economically
depressed communities and poisoned
soil and water. The U.S. military takes

lands for weapons production, testing,
and storage, contaminating surround-
ing communities and placing minority
workers in the most highly radiocactive
and toxic work sites. Industrial and
municipal dumps are intentionally
placed in communities of color, dis-
rupting our cultural lifestyle and
threatening our communities’ futures.
Workers in the ficlds are dying and ba-
bies are born disfigured as a result of
pesticide spraying.

ARlthough environmental organiza-
tions calling themselves the *Group of
Ten” often claim to represent our in-
terests, in observing your activities it
has become clear to us that your orga-
nizations play an equal role in the dis-
ruption of our communitics. There is
clear lack of accountability by the Group of
Ten environmental organizations towards
Third World communities in the Southwest,
in the United States as a whole, and inter-
nationally.

Your organizations continue to sup-
port and promote policies that empha-
size the cleanup and preservation of the
environment on the backs of working
people in general and people of color
in particular. In the name of eliminat-
ing environmental hazards at any cost,

across the country industrial and othe
economic activities which employ us
are being shut down, curailed, or pre-
vented while our survival needs and
cultures are ignored. We suffer from
the end results of thesc actions, butare
never full participants in the decision-
making which leads to them. . ...

W . . . call upon you to cease opera-
tion in communities of color within 60
days, until you have hired leaders from
those communities to the extent that
they make up between 35 and 40 per-
cent of your entire staff We are asking
that Third World leaders be hired at all
levels of your operations. . . . Also pro-
vide a list of communities of color to
whom you furnish services, or Third
World communities in which you have
organizing drives or campaigns, and
contacts in those communities. . ..

It is our sincere hope that we can
have a frank and open dialogue with
your organization and other national
environmental organizations. Itis our
opinion that people of color in the
United States and throughout the
world are clearly an ecndangered
species. Issues of environmental de-
struction are issues of our immediate
and long-term survival. We hope that
we can soon work with your organiza-
tion in helping to assure the safety and
well-being of all peoples.

working all the way up. It should never be a question of a
token minority on the Board of Directors. One of the things
that we're trying to do is to ensure that diversity is an issue
throughout the Sierra Club, for both staff and volunteers.

This past year, we funded 12 grassroots organizing proj-
ects proposed by Sicrra Club activists. These ranged from a
lead-poisoning prevention effort in San Francisco’s China-
town to a campaign against toxic dumping on the Rosebud
Reservation in South Dakota. We're trying to connect wadi-
tional Sierra Club work with communirty-based efforts.

The type of change we're talking about is very fundamen-
tal, and it will not happen in one or two or even five years.
The Sierra Club is a hundred years old, and some of the bag-
gage that we carry, frankly, goes back a long time. | think
we've made significant progress, but clearly we're not to-
tally there yet. .

Chavis: 1 was very happy when I heard that the Sierra Club
had hired Scott Douglas; I think that was an indication of
the Club’s seriousness.
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Scott Donglas: You know, I think my position as grassroots
organizer owes its existence to those letters. The writing
project worked, Richard, at least that aspect of it

My commitment, coming out of the civil rights move-
ment and the peace movement, is to renegotiate the rela-
tionship between peoples, and between peoples and the
earth. Some of the best models for that process are from Na-
tive American traditions. They teach us that part of that rene-
gotiation is mutuality and respect for people’s cultures, re-
spect for the lessons that they have learned. We're erasing
peoples at a hellish pace, and with them goes their body of
knowledge. We erase indigenous peoples, and then give
some university a $10-million grant to discover onc-tenth
of what those people had accumulated over eons. That's not
very efficient.
Aathony: We often forget that there are 60 million people of
color in the United States; soon we aren't going to be “mi-
norities™ any more. Already more than a third of the actual
physical territory of the North American continent has in-
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digenous people as its majority population. Winona LaDuke,

are Natwe Ameneane ready to be part of the ‘mainetream"
Wisona LaDuke: We are not part of and do not wish to
be part of the mainstream of America. We are different.
America has to come to terms with our difference, and
to recognize our need for territorial integrity and self-
determination.

Bicuero Mooss

Scouts of America, who own thousands of acres there.

We've also had federal legistation introduced for the re-
turn of 50,000 acres—the Tarnarac National Wildlife Refuge.
Right now the refuge is pretty much used as a hunting
ground for sport hunters from Minncapolis; nine times as
many deer are taken by non-Indians as by Indians there, and
only 40 percent of the lakes are closed to duck hunting. We

hunt, but only for subsistence. We hunt because
we’re poor, because we need that food, because
that’s what we've always done.

I'have 1o say that historically, environmental
organizations, including the Sierra Club, have
sometimes opposed land transfers back to Indi-
ans. We're hoping that that doesn’t occur in our
case. So far it’s been pretty good.

Chavis: I would like to pay deference here to
our Native American sisters and brothers, who
have been trying to focus the amtention of
the environmental justice movement on the
sacredness of the air, the water, the land~the sa-
credness of the Creation. Social justice move-
ments often leave spirituality out, but the envi-
ronmental justice movemnent holds spirituality
as a very key clement.
LaDuke: In my language, most nouns are ani-
mate. A rock, asin, is animate, and mandamin,
corn, is animate. They have standing on their
own, they have spirit. They are not recognized
as objects or resources; they are instead recog-
-nized as vital living things that we have to re-
spect and have a relationship to.

Native people consider themselves a part
of nature. There’s no separation, like the one
that necessarily exists in the industrial mind.
Unfortunately, most environmentalism comes
out of that mind, not out of the indigenous

‘After a bill is already developed, someone says, ‘This affects

My reservation is in northern Minnesota, 36 miles by 36
miles, located between Bemidji and Fargo, one of seven
Ojibwa reservations in the North. We were ceded a huge
area under a treaty of 1867, a land we call the White Earth.
It's a wealthy land full of lakes, pinelands, farmlands, prairie,
and most of the medicines our people have used for cen-
turies. That's why we don't have it today. By 1920, 90 per-
cent of our reservation was in non-Indian hands, seized by
a bunch of illegal land transactions. Most of our people were
forced off the reservation and into poverty. Three-quarters
of them are refugees. Most Native Americans, in fact, are
refugees.

Our work is about trying to reclaim our ir land base. We've
tried every legal recourse, but have had no success in the
court system. So we are trying to reclaim that land through

- other processes, including negotiations with large absentee

landholders like the Potlatch timber company or the Boy

Indian people —we better
find an Indian and see how

tlley feel about it.””

mind. The challenge faced by environmenualists is to decol-
onize their industrial minds.

Anthony: It's interesting the way language and culture work.
I'would say most African-Americans and Latinos have long
been aware that our neighborhoods were dumping grounds
for locally unwanted land uses, but not until Ben Chavis in-
vented the term “environmental racism” did we have 3 name
for it. When the United Church of Christ Commission on
Racial Justice published Toxic Waste and Race, which docu-
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mented the disproportionate siting of haz-
ardous-waste facilities in our communities,
.everyone knew right away what they were talk-
ing about.
Li: For Native Americans subjected to toxic-
and hazardous-waste facilities, we're ulking
about very detrimental health effects. For ex-
ample, Native American infants suffer from the
highest rates of sudden-infant-death syn-
drome—also known as crib death—in the coun-
try. Doctors don't know why Native Americans
are afflicted more than any other group, but ex-
posure w environmental poisons can't help.
LaDake: There have been a hundred separate
proposals to dump toxic wastes on Native com-
munities. [See “Their Mother’s Keepers,”
March/April.] Fiftcen of the 18 federal research
grants for Monitored Retrievable Storage Facil-
ities {for nuclear wastes) went to Indian reser-
vations. One-third of all low-sulfur coal and
two-thirds of the uranium mined in this coun-
try are on Indian reservations. We have nuclear
radiation all over our land, but no major envi-
ronmental group in this country has a uranium
campaign. No major environmental group in
this country has dealt consciously with the
issues of Native people. Our communities are
bearing the brunt of America’s energy policy,

Tue Reveatno Bengams

Cuavis

“The destroyers of the environment are also the

destroyers of our neighbor-
hoods and communities.”

yet no one has seen fit to address our concerns in their
policy-making.

Anthony: Few people realize how much communities of
color suffer from bad encrgy policies, from inappropriate
hydroelectric dams and nuclear power projects to over-
reliance on fossil fuels. Navajo teenagers still suffer from ra-
diation exposure from uranium mining. Several years back.
the Center for Third World Organizing in Oakland found
that these exposures were causing cancer at a rate 17 times
the national average.

It's not just nuclear energy; dependence on fossil fuels
also places burdens on our communities. From the extrac-
tion of fossil fuels to their distribution, use, and waste, our
communitics get fewer benefits and pay a greater price.
Stripmining in the Four Corners region for energy users
hundreds of miles away creates a national sacrifice zone on
sacred Native lands, without even providing for local energy
needs. Poor people of color in the cities use up to 35 percent
of their income to purchase encrgy; renters get none of the
incentives to weatherize their homes, but they are stuck with
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big heating bills. And even though people of color drive
fewer vehicle miles per year than other city dwellers, free-
ways often cut their communities in half, destroying their
economic and social lives in addition to exposing them to a
disproportionate amount of air pollution.

My own work in the Urban Habitat Program focuses on

these issues, trying to build a multicultural urban environ-
mental leadership. I'm sorry that we haven't heard much yet
today about the cities. Historically, people of color have been
concentrated in barrios and gherttos without adequate neigh-
borhood services, schools, or open space. This concentra-
tion is the result of a long history of discrimination.
Li: Think back to how Chinatowns were started. They were
the only place that Chinese people could work and congre-
gate and have an identity. Up until the carly 1960s, Chinese
immigration was greatly restricted, and Chinese tended to
settle along the two coasts where they had gained enay. Since
they were considered inferior to Caucasians, no one wanted
to work with them, so they developed their laundries and
their restaurants, frankly for economic survival.

It's been different since the 1960s and 70s. Now there are
Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians who have come not
Just to seck a better future but because they have been sub-
Jected to political persecution in their native lands. Many of
them tend to be poor and less well-cducated: they have more
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difficulty identifying a cultural niche for themselves. Here
in San Francisco, the Chinese are very well-organized polit-
ically, as is the Japanese community, but amongst Laotians
and Cambodians it has been much more difficult. In order
for themn to get attention paid to urban environmental issues
like rodent control and lead poisoning, they must first de-
velop that political power.

Anthoay: I think it’s very important for us to understand and
connect to our history. When we talk about history, of
course, we're really talking about peeling an onion, because
we begin to see connections that we didn't see before. I'm
thinking about Thoreau, who was imprisoned for protest-
ing the Mexican-American War, which relates to the Treaty
of Guadalupe Hidalgo; or Martin Luther King, who was shot
in Memphis protecting garbage workers. The connections
between the civil rights movement and the environ-
mental movement are really quite rich.

LaDuke: In our case, unfortunately, the crouble is that
environmenul groups have, historically, come from
a Eurocentric perspective. That is not an inclusive
perspective, and it’s not something we can relate to.
Many times, in fact, environmenual groups make de-
cisions that affect other communities without the
input of those communities. One of them even pur-
chased land on our reservation without ever talking
to us about it, and restricted our use of an area that
had medicinal plants.

Douglas: In Alabama, we have the largest hazardous-
waste dump in the country, at a place called Emelle.
It got put in Alabama because white environmental-
ists negotiated the site with Chemical Waste Man-
agement without talking to the black communiry,
which was getting the message that there was going
to be a brick factory there. These guys had the au-
dacity to negotiate that county's future—and still
think they were doing it in our interest!

Moore: After our letter went.out, we got calls from
communities all over northen New Mexico thank-
ing us. “For the first time,” they said, “legislators
called us and said, “We're developing a bill. Do you
want to come to the meeting and help us?' " Because
what usually happens is that after the bill is already
developed, someone says, “This bill affects some In-
dian people—we better find an Indian person and see

We are talking about providing grassroots organizations
the possibility of bringing issues to the table. That's what it's
all about. It's about us speaking for ourselves. It's not about
what’s taking place under the table, it's about what's taking
place on top. '

LaBake: I've been working for 16 years on Native environ-
mental issues: with groups that have five members in the
middle of the Navajo Reservation to Innu from northern
Labrador who have been fighting the siting of a military base
and 2 bunch of dams up there. Those groups are frontline
environmental groups, but they are seen instead as Native
groups, because the big environmental movement wants to
position itself clearly as the environmental movement. We
need to broaden the definition and to recognize these grass-
roots groups that have been struggling over these issues for

Winoua LaDuke

“Unfortunately, most environmentalism comes out of

the industrial min(l, not

the incligenous mlncl "

how they feel about it.” You know how it goes—it comes on
down through the fax machine, and you have 15 minutes to
decide: “We'd like to give you more time but we're in a hurry,
"cuz it’s got to go to Senator So-and-So . . ."

all these years. What we need is a place at the table.

Anthomy: With its focus on wilderness, the traditional envi-
ronmental movement on the one hand pretends there were
no indigenous people in the North American plains and
forests. On the other, it distances itself from the cities, deny-
ing that they are part of the environment. It’s interesting
what we talk about and what we avoid talking about. For ex-
ample, in this roundtable at the headquarters of the Sierra
Club, it occurs to me that we, as people of color, have had
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Scorr Deuctas

only problem is the incinerator: “Man, if we got rid
of the incinerator, we'd be fine!™ The incinerator is
merely the external reflection of a whole host of
problems.

Anthomy: The people that I work with, young peo-
ple. don’t make artificial divisions between homi-
cide in the inner city, gang violence, toxics that come
from incinerators, and the slaughter of dolphins.
They don’t make all these distinctions that other
people do when they have budgets to submit to
foundations.

Moore: Sometimes the big environmental groups

seem to think that we're imagining things. If you

choose, you can come to the conclusion that we're

Justa bunch of crazy people who are trying to raise

some hell and get our names in the paper. And you

would be making a very serious mistake.

Li: Richard, I've yet to hear anybody here in the

Sierra Club differ with you on the issues. I think

you could probably cite some examples, but overall

the kinds of things that you're talking about are ex-

actly the same types of things that Sierra Club ac-

tivists at all levels have been talking about. No one

wants more lead paint. We're not pushing for more

landfill dumps. We're not pushing for incineration.

We were the ones who got $10 million for job re-

training into the Clean Air Act . ..

“Seldom do you go to a low-income black community

very little to say about nature. Some people may think that
people of color are insensitive to plants and animals, that we
don’t care about the biosphere . . .

Chavis: I agree it’s important to be able to see through a lens
that doesn’t filter nature out of this discussion. One of the
things that has emerged is the bifurcation between wanting
to protect animal species and protecting the human species.
“~ That s a false bifurcation. The notion that you can protect
the ozone layer from further deterioration without seeing
the degradation in the neighborhoods, the barrios, and the
ghettos is a false notion.

Douglas: My job assignment in Birmingham is to assist
grassroots groups working against the imposition of injus-
tice in the environmental field. As I went to those commu-
nities, I noticed that they didn’t separate the hazardous-
waste incinerator from the fact that lead poisoning is not
being dealt with in their schools, from the fact that their
schools have been underfunded, that they have no day care,
no jobs, no access to jobs. They don't separate it, because
their quality of life as 2 whole is going down. So who was |
when [ came to visit their community organizations? Was |
Scott Douglas the environmentalist, or Scott Douglas the
get-out-the-vote guy? These problems are all wrapped up
together, and it teaches us a very important lesson: oppressed
people do not have compartmentalized problems. Very sel-
dom do you go to 2 low-income black community, and the
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where the only problem

is the incinerator.”

Moore: Let’s not act as though what we're saying is not a re-
ality. The Sierra Club has been responsible, has been a co-
conspirator in attempting to take away resources from our
communities. Like we said in our letter: your organizations
are supporting policies that emphasize the cleanup and
preservation of the environment on the backs of working
people, and people of color in particular. When you come
into our communities talking about closing down the plant,
who's working in the plant? We've had to close down plants,
let me tell you that. In the fina! analysis that plant may have
to go: it's killed people inside, and has also poisoned our
groundwater and our air and our children outside. But we
went through a process first, attempting to bring workers
into the decision.
Li: I think we have to be careful we do not allow ourselves
to be pitted against cach other—people of color should not
be divided and conquered. All of us care about jobs, be it
Sierra Club people, people in the community, whoever. But
what is happening, frankly, is that you belicve that there is 2
split between jobs and the environment. And if you believe
Continued on page 90
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A PLACE AT THE TABLE

Continued from page 58

that. then mainstream Amcric; has
suceeded in dividing the civil rights
movement and the environmental

movement.

Douglas: Thus is important: pcople. if

given a choice, will choose safe, clean
water, land. and air over “economics™—
but only if they're given a choice.
They're not given a choice in places
like Sumter County, Alabama, where
you can lose your livelihood—and
sometimes your life—if you speak out
against the biggest polluters. People
aren't choosing between jobs and the
environment; they're choosing be-
tween death—their jobs are killing
them—and unemployment. It's a sick
choice. The workers are choosing early
death so their families can eat. They
know theyre going to die.

This is the sickness we're up against.
This is the same sickness as racism.
Until we're able to address it, we won't

be able to protect oursclves against it.
Unless we can immunizc ourselves

against it, there's always a tool that can
be used against us.

Racism is what makes forc:g'ncrs of
people in their own lands. We have a
society that makes foreigners out of
Native Americans. We're very selective
about who we make foreigners of now,
with our immigration policy. Until we
begin to address the use of that fear to
get people to act like lemmings, they
will stampede off the chff, killing
themselves, their families, their inheri-
tance, and their legacy, because they've
been successfully panicked.

Chavis: The denial of racism in this
country perpetuates it. One of the
things that we are demanding in the
environmental justice movement is 2
coming to grips with the phenomenon
of environmental racism, and coming
to grips with the broader phenomenon
of racism in gencral. You have to un-
derstand that racism is not natural.
There's a purpose for racism: it serves
the economic interests of those who
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Resources

* Campaigns-- join other students in unified action to achieve victory!
* Newsletters-- the national monthly Threshold and the regional

* Field Organizing-- visits by trained organizers to help your
group grow in strength and numbers
N Conferences, Trainings, and Strategy Sessions-- meet other

student activists, learn skills, and plan action
* Clearinghouse-- access to information on issues and skills
* Buddy Program-- links schools to provide mutual support

would cxploit. That is the history of
racism in the world. not only in the
United States. Aparthcid in South
Africa exists not just because some
whites in South Africa don't like black
people: it’s because some whites in
South Africa want to hive 1n a privileged
position, and take the diamonds and
the gold and the nacural resources of
the people. Racism has always been
used to justify the rape of the environ-
ment and the rape of people. and to de-
prive them of economic rights.

One of the things I've come to ap-
preciate in dealing with the environ-
mental justice movement is patience.
We should be impatient with injusucc:
we have to confront it. we have to chal-
lenge it, but we have to be patient with
the victims of injustice-There will not
be an overnight cure.

Li: It's very important that the environ-
mental agenda we develop is one that
is developed with communities of
color. Not imposed on them, but rather
forged together in the spirit of mutual
respect and trust. That's a very hard
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thing to do. be it in this room here or
anyplace elsce. IU's hard not to try to
dominate, hard not to tcll people “This
is how it should be done.”

Douglas: Onc of the problems I facein
trying to incrcasc the troops working
on environmenual justice issucs within
the Sierra Club is that we don’t have
enough activists to g0 around. When |
got the Sierra Club job. two friends of
mine. both of them Europecan-Ameri-
cans. walked up to me in Birmingham
and said, “I'm glad you got the job. I'm
2 member of the Sierra Club.” I said.
“You are? I never knew that.” The first
one was 2 woman who is very active in
low-income housing; she’s a technical
assistant, she teaches people to read
through HUD regulations so they can
access somne of these crazy grants. The
other one is a church-related person
who works with families about to be
evicted, providing emergency food,
housing, and utilities. Unless thisis a
very rare coincidence, [ bet there are
some other folks in the present mem-
bership who have daily connections
with people in the struggle. They don't
bring it to the Sierra Club because
that's not the agenda.

When was the last time the Sierra
Club did a survey to determine what
the members are active in when they're
not doing the traditional conservation
issues? If you could find that out, you'd
also find out your points.of connection
with the rest of the community. We
have the skills in-house, but they just
haven't been pulled together yet.
taBuke: We have totally common is-
sues. but environmental groups have to
embrace 2 broader position. Last year
the Greenpeace board of directors
adopted a position in support of the
sovereignty of Native people. The
Sierra Club should adopt 2 similar pol-
icy. Environmental groups need to not
feel threatened by the taking of land
out of the so-called public domain and
returning it to Native people; instead,

they need to recognize that our tradi-

tional stewardship of land has been
very sound to the extent that we are
able to restore our traditional values
and continue our traditional spiritual
practices. Sure we've got problems,

like tribal councils that are trying to site
toxic-waste dumps. But what environ-
mental groups need to do is shore up
their relations with traditional people.
because traditional people don’t sub-
scribe to the ethics of pollution.

Chavis: [ said to The Nature Conser-
vancy a little while ago: if you really
want to conserve the carth, then join
the environmental justice movement.
because this is the movement that is
going to constrain the destroyers ot the
carth, because the destroyers of the en-

virpnmcm are the destroyers ot aur
nm:ghborhoods and our communitics.,

I'm very optimistic about the extemt
to u.rhlch we ¢an conunue to build the
environmental justice movement trom
ic grassroots up. This is not a fad. this
is not a momeatary blip on the social-
justice graph of this nauon. but an cf-
fort that will have very long-term 1m-
plications for the future of our natuun
and the future ot our world. «
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o T-shirts

» Campus Ecology

non-members.

« SEAC Organizing Guide

members

+ SEAC memberships

ontact the SEAC Regional

C Merchandise

Buy in bulk for fundraising!

$1 each. $.50 for 30 or more
$.75 each. $.50 for 30 or more

Contact the National Office for prices and choices

A comprehensive guide to evaluating the environmental
impact of your campus. $10 for members. $15 for

More skills for more activism! Comes free with a
SEAC group membership. $5 for members. $10 for non-

Individuals are $15 for a year.
Groups are $35- $100+ for a year.
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