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Between “the Potential” and “the Actual”: Lead Poisoning in New Orleans as State Sanctioned
Environmental Racism

This thesis investigates the relationship between lead poisoning in New Orleans and
broader structures and histories of environmental racism in the state of Louisiana. I argue that
lead poisoning in the city is not an anomaly, but rather an example of the state-sanctioned
environmental racism that is foundational to the economic, political, and social functioning of
Louisiana. In this project I draw together definitions of environmental racism; histories of social
and environmental degradation in the state; accounts of grassroots activists fighting for their
communities; research on the causes of lead poisoning and the subsequent health impacts; and
statistics on soil and blood lead in New Orleans. I propose that action be taken to address lead
poisoning in the city through lead abatement strategies such as the importation of low-lead
alluvial soil from the Mississippi River. This is an issue that necessitates immediate government
action in redressing the disproportionate impact of lead poisoning on Black, inner city New
Orleans residents.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
New Orleans Housing Projects, 1991

Casey Billieson’s two sons had been diagnosed with learning disabilities and were
progressing at a slow pace for their grade; one of Sheila Green’s two sons exhibited
hyperactivity and had multiple learning disorders; Joyce Galmon’s four children had speech
problems; Detress Lewis’s two kids had lead levels so high that they had to be hospitalized; Joan
Dominique’s children had hearing problems, ADHD, and learning disabilities which continue to
affect them today; Marcel Coleman and Ronald Green would grow up to be shot and killed, after
having been “made turbulent, their mothers claim, from the lingering effects of lead” (Newkirk
2017:15). These children, who were among the hundreds of plaintiffs in the landmark case,
Casey Billieson et al. v. City of New Orleans, were poisoned by lead (Pb) while living in
Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO) owned public housing. Plaintiffs in the case had
blood lead levels (BPb) five to ten times the current Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) reference level, resulting in permanent neurological and physical damage (Newkirk 2017;
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2016).

Lead is a neurotoxin, and any level in a person’s blood is dangerous. Once exposed to
lead, impacts often last a lifetime, as there is no cure once someone has been poisoned. The
health ramifications of lead poisoning are wide-ranging, including pregnancy-induced
hypertensive disorders, learning and behavioral problems, Alzheimer’s disease, loss of gray
matter in the prefrontal cortex, stroke mortality, chronic diseases such as cataracts, poor kidney
function, osteoporosis, diabetes, and high blood pressure, and damages to the peripheral and
central nervous systems (Zahran et al. 2014; Mielke et al. 2014; Drum 2016; Campanella and

Mielke 2008; Needleman 2003). Prevention is key to addressing lead poisoning. But when the



government does not deem a population worthy of protection -- as was the case with those living
in the New Orleans projects -- then the window for prevention is missed, and children are
permanently harmed.

How I Ended Up Here

During the summer before my senior year of college, I read Vann R. Newkirk II’s article
in The Atlantic about the Billieson lawsuit and lead poisoning in New Orleans more generally.
What I had read stuck with me throughout my busy summer days, and I began to do more
research into the subject of lead poisoning, specifically in New Orleans. I have been interested in
environmental racism since taking a course on the topic during my sophomore year my college,
and New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina have long intrigued me due to the ways in which the
natural and social collided before, during, and after the storm. As I continued to do research, a
question kept on resurfacing — did lead poisoning in New Orleans relate at all to the larger
history of Louisiana? I became curious about how the environment and social factors, such as
race, intersected in the state.

The case of lead poisoning in New Orleans seemed like such a clear-cut example of
environmental racism, and I wanted to investigate the history of Louisiana more broadly, to see
where it fit in. Where and how did the case of lead poisoning in New Orleans mesh with larger
structures of oppression and inequity in the region? What I found surprised me. Louisiana is in
fact infamous for their abysmal environmental record, and environmental racism is deeply
engrained in the state.

From that point onwards, my research gained momentum and direction. I found that
while scholars had studied both the environmental policies of Louisiana and lead in New

Orleans, little attention had been given to understanding these two phenomena in tandem. There



seemed to be a gap in the research regarding the ways in which lead poisoning in New Orleans
was representative of the larger structures of environmental racism in Louisiana. This thesis is an
effort to fill in that gap.

In the succeeding chapters I contextualize the disproportionate lead poisoning of Black,
urban New Orleans residents within the history of environmental racism in the state of Louisiana
writ large. In doing so I argue that the case of lead poisoning in New Orleans is not an
aberration, but rather an example of the state sanctioned environmental racism that constitutes
the backbone of the state.

What is Environmental Racism?

Environmental racism refers to a policy or practice that differentially impacts or
disadvantages an individual or a group of people because of their race or color (Bullard
2005:32). Vann R. Newkirk II (2017) states that environmental racism is in fact the “new Jim
Crow”, due to the ways in which environmental harm disproportionately impacts people of color,
particularly Black people (p. 1). I argue that a history of environmental racism and injustice are
foundational to the economic, political and social structures of the state of Louisiana. I look at
lead poisoning in New Orleans as a case study, positing it as an example of the ways in which
the state systematically discriminates against people of color by exposing them to environmental
hazards.

Environmental racism in general, and the case of lead poisoning in New Orleans in
particular, constitutes structural violence. Johan Galtung (1969), the principle founder of the
discipline of peace and violence studies, defines violence as “the cause of the difference between
the potential and the actual, between what could have been and what is” (p. 168). In the case of

lead poisoning in New Orleans, lead is the cause of this difference between “what could have



been and what is” (Galtung 1969:168). Lead poisoning resulting from lead contaminated soil
impacts children’s intellectual, physical, and psychological growth, creating a gap between their
“actual” and their “potential.” Black children living in the inner city are particularly impacted by
this violence, as they experience lead poisoning at rates disproportionate to their white
counterparts (Campanella and Mielke 2008; Mielke et al. 2006).

I ground my argument in Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s (2007) definition of racism as the
“state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability
to premature death” (p. 28). Per Gilmore’s definition, the government and/or other
groups/individuals create and reify certain groups of people as “other”, marking them for
physical, psychological, and economic violence. This definition is useful because it makes
explicit the intensity of the violence inherent in the poisoning of Black people in New Orleans:
the state is literally condoning the killing of people due to socially constructed parameters of
difference, in the name of corporate profit.

The Precautionary Principle and Treadmill of Production

The concepts of the precautionary principle and the treadmill of production connect the
issue of lead poisoning in New Orleans to broader struggles of environmental justice. They
explain how lead poisoning was made possible through both a failure to implement the
precautionary principle and through the economic pressures brought about through the treadmill
of production. Drawn from the German sociological tradition, the precautionary principle centers
on the concept of preventing harm. It places the onus of responsibility for avoiding harm on
those whose actions raise suspicions of harm in the first place, as opposed to those who suspect
harm. Robert Bullard (2005), a foremost scholar on environmental racism, explains that the

precautionary principle “states that, before you undertake an action, if you have any reasonable



suspicion that harm may result from it, and there is scientific uncertainty about it, then you have
a duty to act to prevent harm” (p. 28). Put into practice, the precautionary principle requires a
shift from asking, “How much harm is allowable” to asking, “How little harm is possible”? The
precautionary principle failed to be implemented in the case of lead in New Orleans. For
example, though many in the gasoline industry and even in the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) knew that leaded gasoline was dangerous, they ignored research on the health impacts of
lead and delayed action in regulating the substance, putting profit above human health
(Needleman 2000).

Allan Schnaiberg’s (2000) treadmill of production captures the ways in which capitalist
economies and ecological and social harm are codependent. Schnaiberg (2000) argues that post-
1945, new production systems changed industry’s relationship to the environment in two keys
ways. First, as factories became larger, more “capital-intense” and more “efficient,” industry
began to require ever-increasing “withdrawals” from the environment in the form of raw
materials needed to power these factories (Schnaiberg et al. 2000:1). This augmented need for
raw materials (increased “withdrawals”) resulted in resource depletion (Schnaiberg et al.
2000:1). Second, the modernization of factories increased the use of chemicals and energy in
production. As a result, “workers were increasingly engaged in managing energy and chemical
flows, and directing their flows through the complex machinery, to create marketable products”
(Schnaiberg et al. 2000:2). This created “additions” to the ecosystem in the form of pollution
(Schnaiberg et al. 2000:2). Thus, Schnaiberg argues, capitalist production harms the environment
through its cycle of “withdrawals” and “additions” (Schnaiberg et al. 2000:1-2).

This theory is useful in understanding the ways in which lead poisoning in New Orleans

is part of a larger system of American capitalism. Within this system the need for unfettered



growth necessitates environmental destruction, which is in turn codependent upon the oppression
of those deemed inferior along lines of race, class, and gender (such as Black families living in
the lead-contaminated projects of inner city New Orleans). Pellow (2007) writes, “Capitalist
economies behave like a ‘treadmill of production’ that continuously creates ecological and social
harm through a self-reinforcing mechanism of (generally) increasing rates of production and
consumption” (p. 20). In other words, capitalism is dependent on unrestrained growth, and
unrestrained growth is dependent on the constant extraction and exploitation of natural resources.
When resources become limited and/or extinct, the treadmill looks for alternative
resources rather than conserving the ones that already exist and/or restructuring production. The
theory of the treadmill of production demonstrates the irony of the role of the state, as its duty
under capitalism to promote growth exists in direct conflict with its duty to the public to provide
social welfare and environmental protection. More broadly, an understanding of the treadmill of
production illuminates the ways in which the goals of profit, natural resource access, wage
stability and job protection, public welfare, and environmental protection exist in tension (Pellow

2007).

In Chapter 2, I outline the concept of environmental racism, and the attendant fight for
environmental justice. In this chapter I expand upon my definition of environmental racism, and
address the ways in which the environment intersects with other facets of identity alongside race,
specifically gender and class. I then provide an overview of the environmental justice movement
and its relationship with the environmentalist movement, and go on to address the importance of
utilizing an environmental justice approach that works outside of the confines of the nation state.

Chapter 3 provides a history and analysis of environmental racism in the state of Louisiana,



starting at the regional level of the Southern United States before narrowing the focus to Cancer
Alley, the most notorious case of environmental racism against Black residents in U.S. history
(Shrader-Frechette 2002). I cover specific examples of communities along the Alley that, led by
Black female residents, stood up to environmentally racist corporations and governments that
were poisoning their communities.

Chapter 4 covers the causes and health implications of lead poisoning in New Orleans. I
explain how lead became introduced to gasoline, and, from there, how it eventually ended up in
the soil. I go on to outline how lead gets from soil into the human body, and the myriad of health
issues that arise from lead poisoning. Chapter 5 addresses lead poisoning in New Orleans
specifically. I provide a history of lead poisoning in the city before Hurricane Katrina, focusing
on the ghettoization of lead, and the Billieson lawsuit. After a brief overview of the storm itself, I
delve more deeply into how the lead levels changed after the storm, and the implications of this
shift. To conclude, I offer suggestions on how to address the problem of lead poisoning in New
Orleans, emphasizing the importation of low-lead, Mississippi River alluvial soil. I argue that

such solutions must be grounded in procedural, geographic, and social equity (Bullard 2005).



Chapter 2: Environmental Racism and the Fight for Environmental Justice

In December of 1993, leaders of Black churches from around the United States came
together in Washington D.C. for a historic summit addressing how the environment' intersected
with the concerns of their communities. Speaking on the subject, Bishop Frederick C. James of
the African Methodist Episcopal Church stated, “We in the Black community have been
disproportionately affected by toxic dumping, disproportionately affected by lead paint at home,
disproportionately affected by dangerous chemicals in the workplace” (Cone 2001:27). Over two
decades later, people of color and others of marginalized identities continue to be
disproportionately impacted by toxins in the environment. This chapter focuses on the ways in
which environmental harms are unequally distributed along lines of race, gender, class, and
nation, and how the fight for environmental justice seeks to remedy that. The theories that I
cover in the following pages form the foundation of my argument: that lead poisoning in New
Orleans is symptomatic of the larger structure of environmental racism that undergirds the state
of Louisiana.
Environmental Racism

Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) defines racism as the “state-sanctioned or extralegal
production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death” (p. 28). Per
this definition, environmental racism is a form of racism in that certain groups, as defined by
socially constructed markers of difference (i.e. “group-differentiated vulnerability” (Gilmore
2007:28), are disproportionately harmed by environmental toxins. More concretely,
environmental racism refers to “any policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects or

disadvantages (whether intended of unintended) individuals, groups, or communities because of

n the context of the environmental justice movement, the definition of “environment” applies
to the places where people work, live, go to school, and play (Bullard 2005).



their race or color” (Bullard 2005:32). Beverly Wright (2005), a Black, grassroots activist who
fought against the siting of a polyvinyl chloride plastics plant in her hometown of Convent,
Louisiana, charts the history of environmental racism in the United States back to slavery. In
doing so, she ties environmental racism to larger structures of de facto and de jure segregation
and discrimination. Wright (2005) states that:

A history of slavery spawned environmental racism in the United States. Environmental

racism is also a by-product of the racial segregation and discrimination legitimated in the

southern United States by Jim Crow laws (enacted between 1877 and 1954, when the

U.S. Supreme Court, in Brown v. Board of Education, struck down ‘separate but equal’

laws) that made all forms of segregation and discrimination legal. Customs and practices

in other parts of the United States [outside of the South] as well permitted segregation
and discrimination, even without laws specifically authorizing them...Environmental
racism is merely one vestige of the overall pattern and practice of racism in the United

States. (P. 87)

Pellow (2007) frames environmental racism as a toxin in and of itself, a construction that
is useful both metaphorically and literally. He argues that this conception is particularly powerful
because it speaks to the ways in which racism harms “both its victims and its perpetrators or
beneficiaries” (Pellow 2007:45). Thus, like all forms of racism, environmental racism actively
advantages white people while hurting people of color, and is reinforced by government, legal,
economic, political and military institutions (Bullard 2005).

Environmental racism is constructed in part through the equation of nature with non-
European bodies. A central tenet of modernity has been the separation of nature from “civilized”
human culture, and the subsequent urge of Europeans (and white people more broadly) to
dominate all that they have deemed “uncivilized.” “Sub persons” or “savages” -- anyone who is
not white -- have been equated with nature, and thus have been devalued and seen as a site for
domination; or only valued insofar as they are able to provide a strategic benefit to the project of

modernity (Pellow 2007). Pellow (2007) argues “the meaning of space and race codeveloped to

produce racism and environmental harm as one integrated process as European expansion took
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hold during the sixteenth century” (p. 38). In combination, “the wealth of nature and the labor
power of subjugated people were sapped for the benefit of the privileged few” (Pellow 2007:38).
By understanding the ways in which the equation of nature and non-whites justified the
domination of both, for the benefit of white people, we are able to better understand the roots of
environmental racism.

This association between nature and non-whiteness extends to the context of
environmental racism in American cities. Pellow (2007) writes that “through the psychology of
whiteness, many European Americans view the inner cities where many African Americans are
concentrated as wild places, or a kind of frontier populated by shadowy, dark, subhuman others -
- places to be feared, avoided, or conquered” (p. 39). In the minds of many white Americans
today, inner cities have replaced the mysterious frontier of the 16" century as places where
racialized conceptions of danger lurk, to be both feared and conquered.

Thus, in both the context of 16™ century colonialism and modern American cities, the
construction of non-white bodies as “savage”, “primitive” and inherently connected with nature,
has reified the white desire to dominate nature as a white desire to dominate non-whites. As
Pellow (2007) argues, the subjugation of nature and of bodies of color was, and is, an “integrated
process” (p. 39). Accordingly, “basic functions of industrialized societies (primarily in the global
North) involve the production of both intense ecological harm and extensive social hierarchies
(primarily by race, class, gender, and nation)” (p. 5). The project of modernity is thus predicated
upon simultaneous and continuous ecological degradation, social stratification, and oppression --
especially of Black people.

Along with the co-domination of nature and people of color, particularly Black people,

zoning practices have also served as a cornerstone of environmental racism in the United States.
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Zoning laws dictate what land can be used for what purpose (residential, commercial, or
industrial usage) and serve as a strategy through which the government regulates urban land use.
Zoning practices have historically been used by the government to covertly “foster and
perpetuate discriminatory practices, including discriminatory environmental planning practices”
(Bullard 2005:32), and to maintain de facto segregation. Zoning can be exclusionary, in which it
is used to prevent certain people or types of industry from entering an area, or expulsive, wherein
it is invoked to push residents out and to allow dirty industry in (Bullard 2005). Bullard (2005)
writes:

Zoning laws are often legal weapons ‘deployed in the cause of racism’ by allowing

certain ‘undesirable people’ — such as immigrants, people of color, and poor people — and

operations, such as polluting industries, to be excluded from areas...Historically, local
land use and zoning policies are the ‘root enabling cause of disproportionate burdens and

environmental injustice’. (P. 33)

It is not surprising that zoning laws are in actuality far from objective, considering that
planning and zoning boards are made up of mostly white, middle-aged, male professionals (as
opposed to nonprofessionals that represent the community as a whole) (Bullard 2005:32). The
rules themselves reflect those who write them. Zoning laws are a manifestation of environmental
racism in that they are a state-sponsored strategy through which people deemed undesirable and
undesirable industry are excluded from certain areas. Consequently, dirty industry and
marginalized communities are forced into the same areas, subjecting already marginalized people
to toxins in their water, soil, and air.

Intersectional Environmental Justice

The fight for environmental justice is the fight against environmental racism and against

policies and actions that disproportionately affect certain people based on their identities (along

lines of gender, class, religion, nationality, etc.) As such, it is essential that the fight for

environmental justice be undertaken through an intersectional lens -- one that acknowledges the
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different and simultaneous oppressions that people face and how those intersections of identity
relate to individuals’ experiences with the environment (Crenshaw 1989). For example, Pellow
(2007) outlines four of the ways in which gender and environmental injustice are connected.
First, men (often white men in particular) are usually the ones in control of the states and
corporations that inflict environmental injustice, and therefore gain the material and social
benefits that result from such instances of injustice. Second, men (again, often white men)
exercise the greatest control over labor unions and mainstream environmental organizations and
thus receive credit for any successes that these organizations achieve. Third, women benefit the
least from these struggles, as they are often relegated to the most toxic workplaces and
residential areas, and tend to work for grassroots organizations that receive less funding and less
media coverage. And fourth, the very areas that are polluted are “imbued with meanings that are
that raced, classed, and gendered” (Pellow 2007:17). In sum, the states and corporations that
perpetuate environmental injustice in the first place are led by men who reap the rewards of such
discrimination; the polluted areas are themselves classed, raced, and gendered; and the heads of
organizations that receive recognition for environmental work are often men who ignore the
specific needs of women (especially women of color), while simultaneously eliding the women
that are leading grassroots efforts.

Despite the unique ways in which gender-based oppression and environmental injustice
intersect, women of color have been the driving force behind the environmental justice
movement, and Bullard and Damu Smith (2005) assert that they are the “unsung heroes” of the
movement (p. 62). They write, “These women represent the heart and soul of the modern
environmental justice movement and provide a vision for environmentalism in the new

millennium” (Bullard and Smith 2005:65). Women of color had a central role in the planning and
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execution of the Second National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 2002
(see Appendix A), and they have led the fights for justice in parishes’ throughout Louisiana, as
well as on a national level (Bullard and Smith 2005).

The impact of class and its intersections with the environment, race, and gender, is also
an essential part of the environmental justice movement. As Pellow (2007) argues, “class
inequalities intersect with and reinforce racial and gender inequalities, creating complementary
ecological impacts...” (p. 53). Thus, it is essential to create an environmental justice framework
that does not pit race and class against one another. This, Pellow (2007) contends, is avoided in
part through an understanding of the treadmill of production and of Ulrick Beck’s (2006) theory
of a risk society. As a concept, the risk society argues that modernity is antithetical to
environmental and ecological well-being, and that the modern world is “increasingly occupied
with debating, preventing and managing risks that it itself has produced” (Beck 2006:332). In
other words, to be modern means to engage in greater environmental risk and to create a
hierarchy where certain people are designated as “others” (Pellow 2007:23). Taken together, the
treadmill of production and the risk society make clear the ways in which “class (like race)
reflects not only social position but relationships and conflicts among groups vying for
resources”(Pellow 2007:52).

Understanding environmental justice through a Marxist lens also makes clear the class
component of environmental injustice. Marx (1913) argues that class inequalities in capitalism
reveal that the domination of nature and humanity is predicated on the commodification of all
living things via the notion of private property -- they only have worth insofar as their market

value. This is especially damaging for people of marginalized identities, as their “market value”

2 A parish is equivalent to a U.S. county (Mielke et al. 2016).
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is “further degraded as a result of ideologies that define them as socially and culturally worth less
than others” (Pellow 2007:53). According to this logic, the government and those in power deem
certain people as being inferior due to their lessened “market value”, thus designating them to be
suitable victims of environmental injustice.

The fight for environmental justice must be undertaken in a way that acknowledges the
simultaneity of oppressions that people face, based upon their complex and interwoven racial,
class, and gender identities’.

Rift Between the Environmentalist and Environmental Justice Movements

In order to understand the environmental justice movement, it is essential to understand
how the movement relates to the environmentalist movement. The relationship between the two
movements is important because the split illustrates 1) Why there is a need for the environmental
Jjustice movement in the first place, 2) The key issues that the movement is trying to address, and
3) The gaps that the movement is filling. Much like the way many mainstream feminist groups
have historically marginalized the concerns of women who are Black, and many Black Power
groups have historically ignored the concerns of Black people who are women -- resulting in the
needs of Black women being discounted by both groups -- environmentalist groups have often
neglected the social inequalities related to the environment and Black Power groups have tended
to overlook environmental issues. This has resulted in a lack of activism regarding the ways in
which racial inequality and the environment intersect. As James Cone (2001), a Black

theologian, writes:

3 People face oppression related to identities beyond race, gender, and class, but I focus on these
categories in this project because this is what the contemporary literature on environmental
Justice covers. Work related to how sexual orientation, ability, religion, and other facets of
identity intersect with environmental injustice is an area worthy of further study, but beyond the
scope of this thesis.
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People who fight against white racism but fail to connect it to the degradation of the earth
are anti-ecological -- whether they know it or not. People who struggle against
environmental degradation but do not incorporate in it a disciplined and sustained fight
against white supremacy are racists -- whether they acknowledge it or not. The fight for

justice cannot be segregated but must be integrated with the fight for life in all forms. (P.

23)

The mostly white environmentalist movement exemplifies the danger of a narrow focus, as it has
largely failed to extend its key aims beyond the “preservation of scenic wilderness areas and the
protection of endangered species,” to address the intersections of the environment and social
inequalities (Sandler and Pezzullo 2007:8-9). The environmental justice movement has grown
out of this failure of the environmentalist movement.

A seminal achievement of the environmental justice movement has been expanding the
definition of environment to the places where people work, play, and live. This definition stands
in contrast to traditional understandings of the “environment” that were held by many in the
environmentalist movement. Sandler and Pezzullo (2007) write that environmental groups like
the Sierra Club and the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) failed to see issues such as
the siting of a 1,600-pound-per-day solid waste incinerator in South Central Los Angeles in the
1980s as worthy of environmental concern. The lack of response and support from
environmentalist groups on this and similar issues was indicative to the environmental justice
movement that the environmentalist movement “was not interested in significantly challenging
the established social and political power structure. Environmentalism failed...to provide a much
need needed radial cultural critique” (Sandler and Pezzullo 2007:10).

This “radical cultural critique” was precisely what the environmental justice movement
was aiming for, as they brought, for the first time, the language of the civil rights movement (i.e.

“racism”, “economic blackmail”, “justice”) into the context of the environment (Sandler and

Pezzullo 2007:10). In doing so, the leaders of the movement inextricably linked social justice
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with the environment. The contributions of the environmental justice movement in transforming
public discourse and pushing the terms of the debate beyond that of the environmental movement
was essential precisely because “the dominant environmental protection paradigm reinforced
instead of challenged the stratification of people (according to race, ethnicity, status, power, and
so on), places (central cities, suburbs, rural areas, unincorporated areas, Native American
reservations, and so on), and work (for example, office workers are afforded greater protection
than farmworkers)” (Bullard 2005:29). By failing to challenge existing social and political power
structures in their activism, the environmentalist movement has ignored the needs of people of
color and low-income people, and in some cases, directly contributed to discrimination against
these groups.*

The work of environmental justice advocates brought to the public’s attention the fact
that the environmentalist movement was (and to a large extent still is) a mostly white, upper-
middle class movement concerned with “protecting the earth rather than the humans who inhabit
it” (Shrader-Frechette 2002:3). The environmental justice movement has fought to broaden the
scope of the term “environment” and to prove that social justice and environmental activism are
inextricable from one another. As Reverend James Cone (2001) writes, “If we save the planet

and have a society of inequality, we wouldn’t have saved much” (p. 31).

The North of the South and the South of the North: The Environmental Justice Movement in an

International Context

4 For more information on the relationship between the two movements, specifically the letters to
the “group of ten” critiquing the whiteness of the environmentalist movement, and the National
People of Color Environmental Leadership Summits in 1991 and 2002, see Sandler and Pezzullo
(2007:3-7); and Appendix A, respectively.
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Understanding the environmental justice movement as an international movement is
useful in that it demonstrates that the codependence of the oppression of people of color and low-
income people and the environment in the United States is a phenomenon that is replicated
around the world. Thus, the struggle for environmental justice in the United States is deeply tied
to the struggle for justice internationally. Pellow (2007) uses the terms “global North” and
“global South” to discuss inequalities both within and between countries, and to refer to the ways
in which the excessive consumption patterns of the global North hurt communities in the global
South. The two designations (“global North” and “global South”) are social more than they are
strictly geographic, and encompass “politically and economically vulnerable communities”
(Pellow 2007:2). “Global North” and “global South” as primarily social, rather than geographic,
markers is visible in the existence of communities that can be labeled “North of the South” or
“South of the North” (Pellow 2007:3). This distinction works to complicate simple binaries and
to emphasize ways in which oppression works within, as well as between, nations. This
phenomenon is at work in Louisiana. Bullard (2005) writes, “The environmental and economic
conditions in Louisiana’s petrochemical corridor...are linked to some of the same transnational
corporations that have waged resource wars against native and indigenous peoples around the
word” (p. xvii).

Conclusion

Environmental justice is the fight against the disproportionate impacts of environmental
harm along lines of race, gender, class, and nation. Bolstered through theories regarding the
codomination of nature and non-white bodies, and zoning laws, environmental racism is a toxin
that is engrained in our country’s history. Efforts towards environmental justice, a movement

that historically (and today) has differed significantly from the environmentalist movement, must
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be intersectional, radical, and undertaken with an understanding of the international connections
between systems of oppression. The state of Louisiana is an important site for understanding the
manifestations and lived realities of environmental racism, and the grassroots, women-led fight

for environmental justice that emerged in response.
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Chapter 3: Environmental Racism in Louisiana

Within a region notorious for an abysmal environmental and civil rights record,
Louisiana manages to stand out. And within a state infamous for regular collusions between
polluting industry and the government, Cancer Alley, an 85-mile-stretch along the Mississippi
River between Baton Rouge and New Orleans, similarly stands out from the rest of the state.
This chapter provides a history of environmental racism and injustice in the state of Louisiana,
outlining the state government’s benevolence towards polluting industry, and the
disproportionate impact of such policies on Black residents. It then outlines patterns of
environmental racism in parishes along the corridor -- injustices that were fought by grassroots
organizing efforts led by Black female residents.

This sort of grassroots organizing is an integral part of the environmental justice
movement, and the fight against petrochemical plants in Cancer Alley was no exception.” Unlike
many traditional activists, environmental justice activists are fighting out of necessity, as their
survival is dependent on this work. In fact, environmental justice is often at the core of most
community-centered activism. According to Bullard (1993), 80 percent of minority community
resistance groups began as environmental organizations. Rather than focusing on securing media
attention, these activists -- often women of color from small towns -- are focused on change and
results. The leaders of the fights in Convent, Norco, and Alsen all exemplify this.

Lead poisoning in New Orleans is not an aberration; rather, it is a continuation of a
history of environmental and racialized degradation in the state. In order to understand it as such,

one must understand the history of the South, Louisiana, and Cancer Alley.

5 See Appendix A for more information on the environmental justice movement as a grassroots
struggle.
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Louisiana’s Legacy of Environmental Racism

In the South, a legacy of slavery and subsequent Jim Crow segregation combines with
ecological destruction by big business to paint a dangerous picture for minorities, the poor,
public health, and the environment (Wright 2005). The disproportionate influence of industry on
corrupt state and local governments has made this possible. Beverly Wright (2005) argues that
the “the South is characterized by ‘look-the-other-way environmental policies and giveaway tax
breaks.” It is our nation’s Third World, where ‘political bosses encourage outsiders to buy the
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region’s human and natural resources at bargain prices’” (p. 88). As a result, the region has

become “an environmental sacrifice zone, a dump for the rest of the nation’s toxic waste”
(Wright 2005:88).

The region’s earlier reliance on the plantation system which exploited both people and
the land -- the codomination of humans and nature being a central tenet upon which
environmental racism rests -- resulted in a “colonial mentality...where local governments and
big business take advantage of people who are politically and economically powerless” (Pellow
2007; Wright 2005:88). The South is a prime example of the codomination of nature and people
through an equation of nature with people deemed “subhuman.” The exploitation of Black
people through slavery, Jim Crow segregation, and contemporary polluting industry sitings, and
the simultaneous exploitation of the environment through monocrop plantation farming and
polluting industry are thus mutually constitutive. From the sugar plantations that lined the banks
of the Mississippi River during slavery, to the petrochemical plants that line the River’s shores
today, environmental racism forms the foundation of the region.

Even in an area rife with political corruption, pollution, and intense class- and race-based

inequalities, Louisiana is unique in the extent to which social inequality and ecological
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destruction are co-produced. The state is characterized by its off the charts pollution rates and
patterns of collusion between polluting industry and state and local governments, both of which
disproportionately affect residents of color. Wright (2005) states, “No place better exemplifies
the deleterious effects of the incestuous relationship between government and the petrochemical
and chemical industry than Louisiana. The unholy alliance between government and industry has
been unbreakable, and the people of Louisiana have suffered its consequences” (p. 89).

Louisiana is consistently rated as one of the most polluted states in the country, and the
poverty rate in the state is significantly higher than the national average. As of 2000, Louisiana
was ranked 50" out of all U.S. states in terms of environmental quality, and 49" in the number of
chemical accidents (Wright 2005:93). In 2010 it produced the third-most tonnage of toxic waste
per year, at 3.8 million tons, and had the eighth highest carbon footprint (24/7 Wall St. 2010). On
top of its dismal environmental record, Louisiana has high poverty rates, particularly among
Black residents. In 2017, the state’s poverty rate was 20.2 percent, almost eight percentage points
higher than the national average, and ranking it 50" in the nation. Of those living in poverty, 34.2
percent identified as African-American, representing the largest racial group (second were
Native Americans, at 29.0 percent) (Center for American Progress 2017). Taken together, the
state’s environmental and social records speak to the deep-seated nature of inequality in the state.

Industry has been drawn to the area due its proximity to the Mississippi River, as well as
the local and state governments’ favorable stances towards big business. With the end of the
sugar plantation system after World War II, the state government began to emphasize attracting
international business to locate along the river. As a result, the area became the prime location
for the petrochemical industry. The river was also a pull factor for petrochemical businesses

because it gave them barge access and the river served as a disposal site for chemical waste
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(Wright 2005). Its proximity to the Gulf of Mexico also opened the area up to international
businesses. Louisiana is the second largest producer of refined oil in the country, making the
state’s petroleum industry immensely valuable to both Louisiana and the broader United States.
Due to its geographic and resource advantages, Louisiana’s economy has become largely
dependent on the petrochemical industry, and attempts to diversify its economy have been
unsuccessful (Wright 2005; Ausick and Sauter 2013).

The prominence of the petrochemical industry is due in large part to government
benevolence towards the industry, exemplified in the copious tax breaks that are offered to
corporations in return for locating in the area. Louisiana ranks first in the United States in
providing tax subsidiaries to corporate polluters -- the state provides $350 million in tax breaks
to industry, the majority of which go to heavily polluting manufacturers, which provide only 10
percent of jobs in the state (Wright 2005:92). Further, industrial associations spend time and
money to influence and mold politicians who will push their interests. The Louisiana Association
of Business and Industry and the Louisiana Chemical Association both work to groom,
influence, establish connections with, and ultimately support politicians whose stances align with
theirs. This is all in an effort to “influence and promote a pro-industry economic development
model that supports the industry’s expansion” (Wright 2005:91).

This partnership has had significant impacts on legislation that directly affect residents,
such as the Industrial Property Tax Exemption Program. This program gives manufacturing
corporations property-tax relief on building, machinery, and equipment for up to ten years, after
which point they still receive a property tax reduction. Wright (2005) describes this program as a
“corporate welfare program paid for by the poor of Louisiana” (p. 91). Because businesses do

not have to pay property taxes, the government does not receive the money that would have
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come from such taxes. As a result, the government does not have adequate operating funds to
maintain local schools, roads, parks, and libraries. As Louisiana state senator Cleo Fields puts it -
- “education subsidize[s] business” (Wright 2005:91). Countless efforts to repeal this legislation
have been stymied due to the lobbying of the Louisiana Association of Business and Industry.

This history of government complicity with the actions of the polluting industry and the
government’s simultaneous refusal to address public health concerns has eroded the public’s
confidence in the state government. For example, the Louisiana Tumor Registry, a taxpayer-
funded cancer data collection agency, was brought to court in 2007 by concerned residents and
researchers for their refusal to release zip-code specific information regarding rare cancers, such
as pediatric cancers. The Registry’s withholding of data calls into question who the agency is
meant to serve in the first place, and who they are trying to protect. Allen (2007), writes, “In
Louisiana, citizens’ trust in their state public health system to distribute accurate information has
been eroded by questionable activity or, in some cases, inactivity” (p. 155).

The geography of the region, combined with government policies that directly benefit
industry, have drawn polluting corporations to the area, resulting in 135 petrochemical plants and
seven oil refineries lining the 85-mile stretch of the river between Baton Rouge and New Orleans
-- roughly one facility per every half mile of river (Shrader-Frechette 2002; Wright 2005). Over
one-quarter of the nation’s petrochemicals are produced in this corridor, emitting one billion
pounds of toxic chemicals each year, and earning the area of the designation of “Cancer Alley”

(Shrader-Frechette 2002).
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Cancer Alley

Though all Louisiana residents® are impacted by its horrendous environmental record,
those living in communities along Cancer Alley -- communities that existed prior to the
introduction of petrochemical industry -- are most impacted (Wright 2005). Residents in the
corridor are exposed to the toxins emitted from over 125 factories that produce fertilizers, paints,
plastics, and gasoline, and residents are constantly fighting proposals for new plants (Shrader-
Frechette 2002; Wright 2005). Further, many homes in the area were built on landfills (Wright
2005). The area “has been dubbed ‘Cancer Alley’ because the air, ground, and water are full of
carcinogens, mutagens, and embryotoxins. The area was described in a Washington Post article
as a ‘massive human experiment’ and an ‘environmental sacrifice zone’. Residents...have also
described their environment as ‘toxic gumbo’” (Wright et al. 1994:114). Wright explains how
the marriage of the state’s economy and the petroleum industry has created Cancer Alley, and
how the fight of residents there is connected to national and international struggles for
environmental justice. She writes that Cancer Alley

...challenges nearly every environmental policy and regulation in this nation. The

struggles of communities in the corridor exemplify many of the environmental conflicts

fought by numerous communities in this country and abroad. Louisiana’s

overdependency on petrochemical production has placed its economy and the health of

Louisiana’s citizens and its environment in dire straits. (Wright 2005:89)

Noxious facility sitings and toxins in the water, air, and soil along Cancer Alley have

disproportionately impacted Black residents. Kristin Shrader-Frechette (2002) argues that the

case of Cancer Alley represents the most notorious example of environmental injustice against

6 In fact, the impact of Cancer Alley goes even beyond Louisiana. The nearly two billion pounds
of toxins emitted in Cancer Alley are not contained within the corridor, or even within the state.
Within three days they reach the Great Lakes region and the Northeast, and within a few more
days they reach people throughout the rest of North America and on other continents. Further,
Louisiana, which is the second-largest seafood-exporter in the nation, has been found to have
fish that are contaminated with cancer-causing chemicals, furthering the reach of the toxins in
the area (Wright et al. 1994).
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Black Americans in the nation’s history. In 1993, the Louisiana Advisory Committee to the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights published a report entitled “The Battle for Environmental Justice in
Louisiana...Government, Industry, and the People,” marking the first time that the commission
had undertaken a study regarding the relationship between environmental policy and race-based
discrimination (Louisiana Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Human Rights
1993:1). The study ultimately found that Cancer Alley has disproportionately impacted Black
residents because “the system of state and local permitting for Louisiana hazardous waste
facilities is unfair” and because “citizens living in Cancer Alley have low socioeconomic status
and limited political influence” (Shrader-Frechette 2002:9). Despite the fact that state and local
officials along the corridor acknowledged that Black communities were disproportionately
impacted by the siting of hazardous industry, they “...failed to establish regulations or
safeguards to ensure such communities are reasonably protected from a high concentration of
hazardous waste and industrial facilities and risks associated with living in and around such
facilities” (Louisiana Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Human Rights 1993:63).

Ten years later, a U.S. EPA report analyzing the relationship between race and facility
siting went even further: it found that all nine parishes along Cancer Alley that were studied had
“clusters of air-polluting facilities largely located in areas with high concentrations of African
Americans. Approximately 80 percent of the total African American community in the nine
parishes live within three miles of a polluting facility” (Wright 2005:95).

Further, when industries came into the area, many promised jobs to local residents. In
reality however, few jobs have been offered to Black residents, and in the instances when they

have, they were often the lowest-paying and most labor-intensive positions. Overall, the number
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of residents employed by the companies operating in their neighborhoods has been steadily
decreasing, from 87,200 in 1956 to 47,300 in 2004 (Wright 2005).

The poisoning that Black communities in the corridor face -- many of which were
founded by formerly enslaved Louisianans and existed long before the petrochemical plants
came to the area -- is in many ways a modern-day iteration of the abuses faced by those in the
area during slavery and Jim Crow segregation. Emilie Townes (1995), a renowned scholar and
theologian, made those connections explicit in her contention that “Contemporary versions of
lynching a whole people are toxic waste landfills in African-American communities” (55). Amos
Favorite, a resident of Geismer, Louisiana (a town in Cancer Alley), and a World War II and
civil rights movement veteran, makes similar connections in his positing that the petrochemical
industries are the new “masters”:

We are the victims...We are all victimized by a system that puts dollars before anything

else. That’s the way it was in the old days when the dogs and the whips were the masters,

and that’s the way it is today when we got stuff in the water and air we can’t even see that

can kill us deader than we ever thought we could die. (Wright et al. 1994:113)

Favorite’s Marxist critique connects the oppression of his community by polluting industry to the
oppression faced by Black people living in the same areas while they were enslaved on sugar
plantations. Thus, racism, in the form of “the dogs and the whips” during slavery and in the form
of polluting industries placed in Black communities in present day, has always been a harbinger
of “premature death” (Gilmore 2007:28).

The cases of Convent, Norco, Alsen, Morrisonville, Reveilletown, Sunrise, and the

Agriculture Street Landfill illustrate the ways in which such collusion between government and

industry impact Black communities located in Cancer Alley.
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Convent, Louisiana

The case of Convent brought Cancer Alley to the forefront of national discussions
surrounding race disparities in toxic facility sitings. Convent is an unincorporated community in
St. James Parish (one of the nine parishes analyzed in the 2002 EPA report), and has a
population of roughly 2,000 people, 80 percent of whom are Black. In the 1800s, agriculture that
resulted from slave labor, mainly on sugar plantations, was the chief economic source in the
parish. Today, petrochemical plants dominate the area. The companies that moved into the parish
promised jobs to local residents, yet the unemployment rate remained high, and as of 2005 the
average annual income of residents was $6,000, and 40 percent of residents lived below the
poverty line (West’ 2005).

The emissions from the facilities near Convent have resulted in water, soil, and air
contamination, and the facilities’ proximity to residents presents a risk in terms of chemical
accidents. Convent residents report asthma, respiratory problems, cancers, and other diseases that
they attribute to the toxins released by the plants operating in their communities. The water in the
area is polluted, and as a result it is unsafe to eat fish from the Mississippi River, and residents
who can afford to do so instill water filters and/or drink bottled water. Those that cannot afford

filters or bottled water must drink water that is pumped directly from the Mississippi.® Further,

7 In this section on Convent, I draw primarily from Emelda West’s firsthand account of the
struggle. In her own words, West was a “seventy-nine-year-old great-grandmother,
environmental activist, and longtime resident of Convent, Louisiana”, and one of the leaders of
the community organization, St. James Citizens for Jobs and the Environment, that fought
against Shintech (West 2005:68). Where applicable, I quote West directly in an effort to center
her voice and experience. This reflects a key environmental justice principle: that of allowing
people to speak and advocate for themselves (Bullard 2005).

8 Water contamination resulting from polluting industries is a problem not only in Cancer Alley,
but also throughout the state. Nearly three-quarters of Louisianans get their drinking water from
underground aquifers. However, the aquifers are at risk of contamination from polluting
industry, and the companies posing the greatest risk are Dow Chemical, Vulcan, and PPG. If the
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the pollution of the soil and water has prevented people from gathering fruits and growing their
own vegetables, adding to poverty in the region because residents must rely exclusively on
wage-labor to purchase food, as opposed to being able to grow and gather their own produce.

Residents are especially concerned about the students at the two elementary schools in
the town, as both are within three miles of most of largest polluters in the parish. The majority of
the students are Black. School buses pass polluting industries everyday on their way to and from
school, exposing students to pollutants that are known to be health hazards. In addition to being
exposed to the pollution from these dirty industries, residents have the added concern of a
chemical accident occurring in one of the plants in the parish. The schools’ proximity to the
plants would spell disaster in the case of such an accident. Further, there are 36 dead-end
residential streets in Convent that are within three miles of industrial plants, which would make
evacuation resulting from a chemical accident difficult, as these roads are all one way, narrow,
and poorly paved (West 2005).

In September 1996, Shintech, the U.S. subsidiary of a Japanese multinational corporation,
announced that they were planning to buy the last three plantations in Convent, totaling 3,500
acres, to be the site of their polyvinyl chloride plastics plant. The plant would have been the
largest in the world at that time and would have consisted of three chemical-processing units, a
hazardous waste incinerator, and a number of on-site storage tanks (Wright 2005). Polyvinyl
chloride is associated with dioxin, which is one of the most lethal synthetic chemicals and is
linked to human hormone disruption, cancers, and reproductive damage (West 2005; Wright

2005). The complex would emit 600,000 pounds of airborne toxins per year into the area and

aquifers were to become unusable due to contamination, residents would be forced to rely on
bottled water, a switch that would be cost prohibitive for many low-to-moderate income
households (Wright et al. 1994).
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discharge over eight million gallons of wastewater per day into the Mississippi River (West
2005).

In response to Shintech’s announcement, residents gathered in the living room of Gloria
and Clifford Roberts, long-time Convent residents, to found the community organization St.
James Citizens for Jobs and the Environment. According to Wright (2005), lifelong Convent
residents and seventy-nine-year-old grandmothers Emelda West and Gloria Roberts were the key
figures in the movement. West (2005) writes “The Shintech struggle was an environmental
Jjustice case because African Americans and poor people in Convent would be disproportionately
affected by the plant siting” (p. 70). The movement consisted of mostly Black, “working-poor”
(West 2005:70) residents, and West (2005) argues that:

...the heroes of the struggle are individual leaders who live in communities in Cancer

Alley. They stood with us and never gave up. These leaders included black and white

residents working together. Community activists such as Pat Mclancon, Dee Simmons,

Gloria Roberts, and Amos Favorite kept the issue on the community’s radar. We also had

assistance from attorneys and environmental advocates such as Bob Kuehn of Tulane and

Mary Lee of Louisiana Environmental Action Now. (P. 71)

The actions of St. James Citizens for Jobs and the Environment were also supported by
Greenpeace, The Commission for Racial Justice, the Congressional Black Caucus, and

prominent entertainers including Bonnie Raitt, Danny Glover, Aaron Neville, and Stevie

Wonder. The citizens group took their battle to the courts,” and in 1998, West and two other

9 The group could not afford a private lawyer, so sought legal services from Tulane University’s
Environmental Law Clinic, the sole environmental law clinic in the state and one of two in all of
the South. However, in 1998, a ruling came down from the Louisiana Supreme Court which
barred university legal clinics from representing community organizations unless 51 percent of
its members were indigent (meaning earning less than $16,000 per year for a family of four). It
also barred representation of any community organizations that were affiliated with a national
organization. Because most community organizations are not majority indigent families, the
ruling effectively blocked the working poor’s access to the legal system. This ruling had a
profound impact, as university law clinics are one of the most common ways that the working-
poor receive legal assistance, and are an “essential component of American democracy, because
they safeguard and enhance the principle of equal protection under law” (West 2005:72).
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Louisiana residents, along with a Greenpeace representative, visited the Shintech Corporation
headquarters in Japan to submit protest documents. They accused the Shin-Etsu Chemical
Company (Shintech’s parent company) of environmental racism and argued that the siting of the
facility “would pose a health hazard, exacerbating damage to an already overly polluted region”
(West 2005:73). They also filed a complaint with the U.S. EPA against the company. This case
served as a litmus test for President Clinton’s 1994 Executive Order'’ — how intensely would the
administration enforce the Order (West 2005)?

The governor at the time, Murphy J. “Mike” Foster criticized the movement in Convent,
claiming that it was “undermining his administration’s efforts to bring economic development to
poor communities in the state” (West 2005:71). The community responded by saying that they
did not want jobs at the cost of polluting their community, and that there was no guarantee that
the jobs would even go to residents -- especially considering previous instances in which
industrial development efforts had failed to produce jobs for the local residents. Despite
community pushback, the governor continued to side with Shintech (West 2005).

Finally, “on September 18, 1998, just under three years after its initial announcement,
Shintech withdrew its plan to build the polyvinyl chloride plastics plant in St. James Parish”
(West 2005:73). In a precedent-setting decision, the EPA had rejected Shintech’s application for
a permit on technical grounds, marking the first time that the EPA had accepted a citizen

complaint under Title V. Wright (2005) argues that “citizen activism, organization, grassroots

Accordingly, civil rights and environmental activists and lawyers, as well as journalists and
politicians, pushed back against this ruling (West 2005).

10Tn 1994, “in response to growing public concern and mounting scientific evidence,” President
Bill Clinton issued Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in
Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations (Bullard 2005:21). Broadly, the Order called
for improved assessments on how project proposals by federal agencies would impact human
health and the environment, specifically over multiple exposures, and especially in low-income
and minority communities (Bullard 2005). For more information on the Order, see Appendix A.



31

mobilization, and national support were the defining qualities of the struggle that led to this
victory” (p. 102). The Shintech case has been described as being as important for the
environmental justice movement as Brown v. the Board of Education was for the civil rights
movement (Wright 2005).

Norco, Louisiana

Like Convent, Norco -- a town located 40 miles northwest of New Orleans -- employed
community action to protest the siting of a chemical plant in the town, specifically in the
Diamond community. Before the plant siting, Diamond was prosperous, but in the 1950s, the
Shell Norco Refining Company bought part of the Diamond Plantation with plans to build a new
wing for its chemical plant. In order to do so, they displaced those living there and relocated
them to a smaller plot of land between the company’s oil refinery and chemical plant. In this
area, residents were constantly exposed to loud noises, noxious odors, and deadly chemicals.
Flares erupted at unpredictable intervals, trucks rumbled through the community carrying deadly
chemicals, unexplained booming noises shook their homes, and smells wafted through their
houses, resulting in headaches and breathing difficulties for residents. As of 1997, over 50
percent of the toxic emissions in the entire parish came from this complex (Wright 2005).
Further, despite close proximity to the plant, only a few residents acquired jobs at the plant.
Wright (2005) argues that “the displacement and relocation of this small community marked the
beginning of economic strife and environmental injustice in the Norco area” (p. 97).

After an explosion at the Norco refinery in 1988 killed eight workers, injured 20 others,
and caused the evacuation of 4,500 people, 250 Diamond residents sued Shell. The jury sided
with the defendants in this case. In 1993, the community group Concerned Citizens of Norco,

also filed a lawsuit against Shell in hopes of forcing the company to buy out and relocate the
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residents of Diamond, due to the unusually high rates of death and respiratory illness of those in
the area. After these lawsuits, the community organization appointed Margie Eugene Richard as
their president. Richard was a longtime Norco resident, and had grown up in a house just 25 feet
from the fence that separated the residential streets of Diamond from the plant. The Diamond
residents remained convinced that the high rates of disease and death in their community were
related to the Shell plants, and fought for Shell to pay for the residents’ relocation (Wright 2005).

In June of 2002, their efforts came to fruition when Shell announced the “Diamond
Options Program”, which gave residents the option of either relocating or remaining in the
Diamond community and receiving assistance from Shell’s home improvement and community
development program. Originally, the relocation option was only given to two of the five streets
near the plants. However, thanks to the continued efforts of members of the Concerned Citizens
of Norco and the support of the Congressional Black Caucus, which wrote a letter to Shell urging
them to consider buying out all Diamond residents, Shell agreed to offer a relocation option to all
residents (Wright 2005).

Alsen, Louisiana

In 1980, Alsen was a small, solidly working-class suburban town whose residents were
98.9 percent Black. The town is in the shadow of Rollins Environmental Services’ hazardous
waste landfill and incinerator. In 1986, the landfill was the fourth largest remaining capacity in
the country. Residents and plant workers repeatedly complained about odors and other health
issues, and in a five-year span the plant was cited for over 100 state and federal violations,
though they did not pay any penalties. The community action group Coalition for Community
Action (CCA), headed by seventy-five-year-old resident Mary McCastle, filed a lawsuit against

Rollins with the aim of making the plant comply with state and federal regulations. After many
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years, the suit was settled out of court for several hundred thousand dollars. Coalition for
Community Action was also successful in obtaining a technical assistance grant from the EPA to
clean up a Superfund site near the town (Wright et al. 1994).

Morrisonville, Reveilletown, and Sunrise, Louisiana

In addition to the pollution that has resulted from the industries along Cancer Alley,
residents in these communities have also suffered from the loss of historic lands and
communities due to the intrusion of industry into their towns. For Black residents,

...this means the loss of land owned by their ancestors who were former slaves.

Louisiana’s chemical corridor has become a graveyard for the African American

communities of Morrisonville, Reveilletown, and Sunrise. All three communities were

intrinsically tied to African Americans’ freedom from slavery. Blacks survived the
horrors of slavery, but some of the homesteads of their offspring were destroyed by the

modern petrochemical industry. (Wright 2005:102-3)

In 1959, the town of Morrisonville, which was founded by freed slaves in the 1870s, sold
some land to Dow Chemical, and over the years the company continued to expand into the
community until the plant was Dow’s largest in the state. Thirty years later, in 1989, the
company began to buy out residents, spending $10 million over two years in buyouts that
resulted in nearly all of the residents relocating (Wright 2005). These buyouts brought
devastation to the community. Former resident Doretha Thompson stated, “It’s like a big death
taking place...I always thought I’d spend the rest of my life in Morrisonville with my relatives.
But it seems like what Dow wants, Dow gets” (Wright et al. 1994:119). Dow’s buyout strategy
was closely watched (and eventually mimicked) by other companies in the corridor who also had
the problem of the “too close neighbor” (Wright 2005:104).

Similarly to Morrisonville, Reveilletown was founded by freed slaves, and also has a

chemical plant, Georgia Gulf Corporation, alongside it. The plant produces plastics, a process

which releases vinyl chloride, which can cause liver disease. In 1987, when traces of the poison



34

were found in local children’s blood, 13 Reveilletown property owners sued the corporation. The
case was settled and the plaintiffs moved away. Twenty other families soon followed suit in
relocating, and sold their properties to Georgia Gulf for a combined $1.2 million. By 1990,
Georgia Gulf had bought out 17 other families and ‘““as in Morrisonville, the move marked the
death of a community that had been founded by freed slaves” (Wright 2005:104). Janice
Dickerson, a Black resident of the town who was one of the leaders in the fight against the
Georgia Gulf, stated that corporate greed and racism were at the root of the poisoning of
Reveilletown (Wright et al. 1994).

Also founded by former slaves, Sunrise was established on land purchased by Alexander
Banes, a former slave, -- but in 1979 the Placid Refining Company started to buy out Sunrise
community members. Placid Refining Company is an oil-refining and marketing company that
converts crude oil from Louisiana into gasoline, jet fuel, and diesel. The company supplies jet
fuel to the U.S. military. By 1985, the company had bought $947,000 worth of land in the area,
however, only the properties of white residents were purchased, leaving Black residents to suffer
from the pollution caused by the Placid Refining Company’s plants. Remaining residents of
Sunrise filed suit against Placid, listing 241 plaintiffs. In response, the company offered to buy
out any residents that were not plaintiffs in the case, which resulted in Placid acquiring over 90
percent of homes owned by non-plaintiffs. Eventually, the plaintiffs and Placid reached an out-
of-court settlement under which the company purchased all of the land of the plaintiffs (Wright
2005).

Agriculture Street Landfill, New Orleans, Louisiana

The Agriculture Street Landfill in New Orleans marks the bottom of Cancer Alley. The

area was used as a city dump starting in 1910, and covered 190 acres. In 1969, the federal
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government created a homeownership program in hopes of encouraging lower-income families
to buy homes. Press Park and Gordon Plaza, which were built atop the Agriculture Street
Landfill, were the program’s first subsidized housing projects in New Orleans. The
developments were planned, controlled and constructed by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Development (HUD) and HANO.

In 1983, the Orleans Parish School Board bought a portion of land atop the landfill to
build a school. Concerns were raised about the site because it had been a municipal dump for
almost 60 years (Webster 2015). Due to this history of the area, the site was surveyed and
assessed for contamination by hazardous materials, and upon inspection, heavy metals and
organics were discovered. Despite these findings, and the subsequent results of a 1986 EPA
investigation, which found lead, zinc, cadmium, mercury, and arsenic in the soil, the construction
of the school went ahead as planned. Moton Elementary School opened in 1989, with 421
students enrolled. In 1990, as a result of community pressure, the EPA conducted an expanded
inspection of the Agriculture Street Landfill area, which consequentially placed the community
on the National Priorities List."" The EPA ordered a cleanup of the area, which entailed replacing
the top two feet of contaminated soil with clean soil. This cost $20 million dollars and took three
years -- even though community members had pushed instead for a buyout of their properties
and relocation (which would have cost $6 million less than the cleanup).

The community still sits atop twenty feet of toxic waste, and only 10 percent of the land
is remediated. At the time of the lawsuit, the area was home to about 900 Black residents, and

the average family income was $25,00, with most adults having attained a high school education

11 After the initial EPA investigation in 1986, the area was given a three on the Hazard Ranking
System model, which was not high enough to place the area on the EPA’s National Priorities List
for cleanup, despite clear evidence of toxic chemicals in the soil (Wright 2005).
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or above. After the cleanup, a community group -- the Concerned Citizens of Agriculture Street
Landfill, which was led by resident Elodia Blanco -- filed a class action suit against the city of
New Orleans for damages and relocation costs. In 2006, Civil District Court Judge Nadine
Damsey ruled in favor of the residents, finding the city, HANO, and the school board liable for
building the two residential communities and Moton School on the toxic landfill. The city,
HANO, and the school board appealed the ruling. Nine years later, the court ordered four former
HANO insurers to pay $14.2 million to over 5,000 residents of Gordon Plaza and Press Place.
After attorneys’ fees and court administrative expenses, the residents were awarded an average
of a few thousand dollars each. They are unlikely to receive any more money from the suit, as
the city, HANO and the school board are protected by the state from paying any judgments
rendered against them (Wright 2005; Webster 2015; Smith 2005).

Across all of these sites, certain patterns emerge: 1) In all areas, Black residents are
disproportionately impacted by the siting -- either because of where a noxious facility is located
in a town, or due to the fact the town itself is majority Black; 2) When jobs are promised to
residents, they often do not actually get those jobs; 3) In many areas, residents are fighting the
siting of new facilities while still having to contend with the facilities that already exist; and 4) In
each town, the fight against polluting corporations is led by Black, female residents who draw
power from community support and grassroots organizing.

The Treadmill of Production and Precautionary Principle in Cancer Alley

It is useful to understand the environmental racism intrinsic to the state of Louisiana and
the case of Cancer Alley through the lens of the precautionary principle and the treadmill of
production. The treadmill of production is implicated in the case of Cancer Alley because the

petrochemical plants in the areas necessitated unrestrained growth. They required increased
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withdrawals of crude oil and other raw materials that were needed to power the plants, and
created additions to the ecosystem in the form of pollution that plagued communities in the area.
Further, corporations needed more space to create larger facilities, resulting in buyouts of
residents. The success of these plants required unfettered growth, irrespective of how that growth
impacted the ecosystem and the humans living in the area.

The case of Cancer Alley demonstrates how the treadmill of production elucidates the
irony of the state: the government’s duty under capitalism to grow at ever-increasing rates exists
in contradiction to its ostensible obligation to the public to provide social welfare and
environmental protection. Those living in the corridor experienced this first-hand, as the
government failed to protect them from a problem that they themselves had created (by drawing
polluting industry to the area in the first place).

Further, the government and industry failed to implement the precautionary principle,
causing harm to thousands of residents in the area. They showed no concern for the health of
residents and failed to take steps to minimize -- and certainly not to fully prevent -- irreversible
harm. This can be seen in the fact that factories were constructed in such close proximity to
schools and homes; that noxious fumes from the factories wafted into houses and school buses;
that water and soil in the area were contaminated; and that communities were driven off of lands
with deep historical and personal significance.

Conclusion

In Louisiana, the confluence of lax governmental regulations, high poverty rates,
polluting industry, and a legacy of plantation slavery all result in a dangerous state of affairs for
residents, specifically those at the intersections of inequalities related to race, class and gender,

such as low-income Black residents. In Cancer Alley, petrochemical plants now populate an area
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that used to be dominated by sugar plantations; the means of oppression of both Black residents
and the environment has merely changed in form. In the aforementioned communities, residents
were forced to choose between remaining in their homes and being poisoned, and selling their
houses to corporations and leaving behind their communities and ancestral lands. Needless to
say, this hardly constitutes a “choice.”

Hurricane Katrina exacerbated the issues in Cancer Alley -- on top of the destruction of
the storm itself, many of the area’s landfills received tons of debris from the storm. In one town
along in the corridor, a landfill was reopened to receive the waste, and soon after, it started to
emit noxious smells and “black ooze” (Allen 2007:155). A high school student in the town took
samples of the “ooze” and sent it to the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality. The
department claimed that the landfill was only accepting construction waste, and that the smell
was probably just from decaying gypsum board. Barbara Allen, whom the student contacted
about the issue, writes, “I suspect her story will be repeated many times across south Louisiana
as these marginal waste sites receive the debris from homes and businesses ruined by the
hurricane. The full environmental impact of Hurricane Katrina’s waste and its hastily designated
removal sites will not be known for many years” (2007:155).

It bears repeating that Kristin Shrader-Frechette (2002) has argued that Cancer Alley is
the most notorious instance of anti-Black environmental racism in U.S. history. Clearly, the
environmental racism experienced by lead poisoned residents of New Orleans is part and parcel

of this deeper history.
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Chapter 4: The Causes and Health Implications of Lead Poisoning

The health impacts of lead are socially, neurologically and physically devastating. There
is no safe level of lead in one’s blood (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2016).
No vaccine exists to protect against lead poisoning, and there is no cure once a child has been
exposed, besides removing them from the source of contamination -- which still does not remove
the lead that is already in their blood and bones. Researchers of the neurotoxin have described
lead poisoning as the “silent epidemic,” and the “most significant and prevalent disease of
environmental origin among US children” (Mielke et al. 1998:117; Silbergeld 1997:187). Due to
the way in which lead dust travels, the issue of lead poisoning extends beyond the individual
level to impact entire communities, making government action an imperative. Mielke et al.
(2016) write “It should be emphasized that lead exposure is a public health problem shared by
communities, encompassing entire neighborhoods, and multiple residences and associated
businesses, parks, schools, streets, and open spaces. An individual residence influences and is in
turn influenced by the movement of lead in dust beyond property boundaries” (p. 567). This
chapter will open with an overview of the causes of lead exposure, covering the seasonal aspect
of soil lead (SPb) levels, and charting lead’s path from leaded gas emissions and lead paint to the
soil, and eventually to humans. It will then turn to the health implications of lead exposure,
focusing on the changing governmental guidelines regarding “safe” lead levels, the unique ways
in which children are affected by lead, the negative health impacts of lead exposure, and the
associations between lead exposure and violent crime.
Causes of Lead Exposure

Lead poisoning is especially prevalent in cities, and New Orleans is no exception. Cities

have disproportionately high lead levels, and as of 2008, 15-20 percent of children in U.S. cities
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had BPb levels above 10 ug /dL, compared to less than two percent of children in the general
population (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008). Campanella and Mielke (2008) have found that city
size and lead level have a direct relationship -- the larger the city, the more lead in the soil. Those
living in inner cities are most impacted of all. Inner cities had the most congestion during the
heyday of leaded gasoline, and therefore the highest concentration of leaded gasoline emissions,
which have since seeped into the soil.

According to Mielke et al. (2007; 2014), lead from paint and lead from gasoline are the
two main ways that soil gets contaminated (see Figure 1). ' Though lead paint was banned from
household use in 1978, many old homes in New Orleans still have lead paint on the exterior,
presenting a danger in the form of peeling and chipped paint, and lead dust resulting from
sanding (Mielke et al. 2007). Mielke et al. (2007) estimate that if all of the lead paint was sanded
off of all 86,000 homes in New Orleans (a practice that is necessary before re-painting can take
place), it would result in 1,000 metric tons of Pb dust contaminating the city.

Lead dust from paint combines in the soil with lead from gas emissions. Motor vehicles
in the United States used leaded gasoline from the 1920s until its ban in 1986. By 1950, nearly
all grades of gasoline contained tetracthyl lead (TEL), and its usage peaked in the 1960s and
1970s (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008; Mielke et al. 2007) (see Figure 1). Lead poisoning due to
leaded gasoline emissions was largely preventable, as adding TEL to gasoline was motivated by

a drive to increase profits by big corporations including General Motors. TEL was added to

12 Researchers and the public more broadly initially thought that lead-based paint was the main
source of soil contamination, however researchers found, in city after city, that levels were
substantially higher in inner cities and decreased moving outwards, regardless of paint-status (an
unpainted brick building in Baltimore for example, had higher lead levels in surrounding soil
than a painted building in the suburbs). Since then, leaded gasoline has been found to be a
significant source of soil contamination, though lead paint is still a concern (Laidlaw and
Filippelli 2008).
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gasoline as an anti-knocking agent. While there were other additives, such as alcohol, that would
have served the same purpose, those would have negatively affected gas mileage, and so TEL
was used in favor of other, safer methods (Kitman 2000). Silbergeld (1997) writes that “The
decision to permit the use of alkyl lead additives in automobile fuels represents the greatest
single failure in preventing lead poisoning” (p. 193). The use of TEL in gasoline exemplifies the
ways in which the treadmill of production pushes for increased profit over human and
environmental health.

The lead industry and its scientists had a large influence on the U.S. government’s
involvement and stance regarding leaded gasoline. Robert Kehoe, a toxicologist employed by
General Motors, led the charge. He argued that lead levels found in human blood and in the
environment were nothing of concern, despite strong evidence within his own research to the
contrary. This is a prime example of the precautionary principle not being put into practice, as
the risks of the situation were known but no action was taken to minimize or prevent harm.

Though by 1973, restrictions had begun to be put on lead emissions, progress was
threatened with the inauguration of President Reagan in 1981. The first item on Vice President
George H.W. Bush’s Task Force agenda was to deregulate lead in gasoline, an initiative that was
helped along by EPA Administrator Anne Gorsuch. Despite these challenges, members of the
EPA and scientists such as Clair Patterson fought back, and the regulations remained. In 1990,
lead was finally banned from gasoline, though it took another five years for the regulations to
fully go into effect. The impact of the removal of lead from gasoline cannot be understated. Dr.
Herbert Needleman (2000), a pediatrician and leading researcher on childhood lead poisoning
stated, “The removal of lead from gasoline spared as many as 3.4 million children from growing

up with hazardous concentrations of the toxic metal in their bodies” (p. 34).
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However, the regulations did not come soon enough for many Americans, and there were
millions who were not spared. The near ubiquitous use of leaded gasoline in the 1960s and 1970s
had drastic consequences on human health. By the time it was banned, 5-6 million metric tons of
Pb had been used as a gasoline additive, 75 percent of which was released into the atmosphere
(Chaney and Mielke 1986; Mielke and Reagan 1998). In New Orleans alone, motor vehicle
emissions from leaded gasoline released over 10,000 metric tons of lead into the city (Mielke et
al. 2014). This is on top of the Pb deposited into the environment as a result of lead paint and
industrial emissions. If there was any doubt about the impact of leaded gasoline on lead levels,
the fact that the eventual removal of lead from gasoline resulted in a 90 percent decrease of
childhood blood lead (BPb) levels over three years should answer any questions regarding the
connection between lead poisoning and gasoline emissions (Mielke and Zahran 2012).

Though lead is now completely banned in gasoline for use in highway vehicles, the
problem persists. Lead gasoline is still used in Avgas (aviation gasoline) for small aircrafts.
Avgas accounts for nearly 60 percent of Pb aerosols in the United States, and emissions from
Avgas pose a threat to communities near airports (U.S. EPA 2008). In 2011, Mielke et al. (2011)
found that children living within .5-1 kilometer of general aviation airports had higher BPb
levels than children living at least one kilometer from airports.

Additionally, the legacy of leaded gasoline lives on in the continued blood poisoning of
children -- children who are disproportionately poor, Black, and living in U.S. inner cities. As
Beller (2015) writes, though the lead itself is removed from paint and gas, the lead that
accumulated in the soil over decades is still causing harm. “Removing lead from paint and

gasoline...created a false complacency. Lead is an element. It doesn’t break down. Even if we
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are no longer adding it to our environment, we must still be vigilant against what is already
there” (Beller 2015:4).

An essential site for such vigilance is soil. Looking at soil is integral in understanding
lead poisoning because soils are an integrator, and as such they “reflect all of the activities that
have taken place in the course of their existence” (Mielke et al. 1998:117). Zahran et al. (2013)
write that “Soil integrates all dust sources of Pb including lead-based paint (either deteriorated,
haphazardly removed by power sanding, sand blasted, scraped without capture, or released by
building demolition), lead additives in vehicle fuel emissions, and incinerator or industrial Pb
emissions” (p. 7). In other words, looking at the soil of an area allows researchers to see all of the
lead-related activity that has happened in that area.

From soil, lead gets ingested by humans in two main ways: 1) Through hand-to-mouth
contact by toddlers and infants, and 2) By the general population during the warmer months,
when evapotranspiration is maximized and soil moisture decreases, causing lead to become
resuspended in the air as dust particles'" (Zahran et al. 2013; Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008).
Because of this, SPb levels are positively associated with BPb levels, nationally and in New
Orleans specifically (Mielke et al. 1997; 1998). Mielke et al. (1997; 1998) have found through
their New Orleans-focused studies that reducing SPb levels would reduce BPb levels. The
statistics on SPb and BPDb levels in the city prove this point. In New Orleans, Mielke et al. (2007)
found that children living in areas with SPb levels of 100 ppm had an average BPb of 3.8 pg/dL,
while those in areas with SPb levels of 500 ppm had an average BPb of 5.9 ug/dL. This exposure

to lead through contact with the soil has dire health effects.

3 There are alternative theories about the reasons behind seasonal fluctuations in the lead levels,
including about the impact of vitamin D on gastrointestinal Pb absorption, and about the impact
of closing and opening of windows with lead paint in warmer months. However, both theories
have been refuted (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008).
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The Health Implications of Lead Exposure

Since the 1960s, the U.S. CDC has been steadily decreasing the BPb level that they deem
safe. Importantly, the uncertainties about what constituted “safe” lead levels justified inaction
regarding lead abatement and even the continued usage of lead (Silbergeld 1997). The guideline
dropped from 60 pg/dL in the 1960s, to 30 ug/dL from 1970-1985, to 25 pg/dL from 1985-1991,
to 10 pg/dL from 1991-2012. In 2012, the CDC changed the language of “guideline” to that of
“reference,”'* and declared the BPb reference level to be 5 pg/dL (Mielke et al. 2014). This shift
in language marked a fundamental change in the understanding of lead poisoning: lead exposure
is toxic at any level (Mielke et al. 2014; U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2016).

Children are especially susceptible to lead poisoning, and the Federal Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry has declared lead poisoning to be the “number one
environmental health threat to children” (Bullard 1994:19). Children are disproportionately
impacted by lead for three main reasons. First, they are more exposed to lead contaminated soil
and other sources of lead dust due to frequent hand-to-mouth contact. Second, their “high
ingestion efficiency” and less-developed gastrointestinal pathway means that children’s
intestines absorb up to 50 percent of ingested Pb, in contrast the 5 percent that adults’ bodies take
up on average (Needleman 2004:212; Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008:2022). Finally, children’s still
developing central nervous system (CNS) is more impacted by toxins than fully developed CNSs
(Needleman 2004).

Lead exposure is most common among children between the ages of two and six, and this

is also the time during which exposure has the biggest developmental impact. Nonetheless,

'* The reference level is decided by the results of the National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey (NHANES), and is the BPb level of 97.5 percentile of the children surveyed (Mielke et
al. 2014).
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younger children, and also fetuses, are still susceptible to lead poisoning (Zahran et al. 2009).
Exposure during pregnancy is especially dangerous to both the woman and the developing fetus:
pregnant and lactating women with elevated lead levels run the risk of exposing their children to
lead, because “neither the placenta nor mammary glands are a perfect barrier to Pb” (Laidlaw
and Filippelli 2008:2023). Further, studies have shown that pregnancy-induced hypertensive
disorders such as chronic and gestational hypertension, preeclampsia, and eclampsia all increase
with maternal exposure to Pb (Zahran et al. 2014). Moreover, lead that is stored in the bones can
be re-released into the woman’s bloodstream during pregnancy, affecting both the woman and
the developing fetus (Zahran et al. 2009).

The main way that lead enters the body is through ingestion and subsequent absorption
by the intestines (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008). Lead is metabolized like calcium, in that it is
stored in one’s bones. This is an especially pernicious feature of lead, because lead that has
accumulated in a person’s bones may be remobilized into their blood during times of stress, such
as pregnancy, test-taking, illness, aging, and major life events (Zahran et al. 2009). Further,
because lead in blood only has a half-life of thirty-five days, blood tests may not indicate high Pb
levels, but the person’s bones may continue to store the element, impacting their long-term
health.

Once inside the body, Pb has dramatic impacts on neurological and biological
functioning. Mielke et al. (2014) write that “The critical societal issues connected with exposure
of infants and toddlers to Pb are chronic health outcomes ranging from learning and behavioral
problems for children to Alzheimer’s disease (AD) and violence later in the lifespan” (p. 7487).
One way in which lead exposure impacts the developing brain is that it inhibits and degrades the

formation and structure of myelin, which forms an insulating sheath around the connection
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between neurons. As a result, “The network connections within the brain become both slower
and less coordinated” (Drum 2016:8). Lead exposure also results in a loss of gray matter in the
prefrontal cortex. This is detrimental, as the prefrontal cortex controls aggression and executive
functions such as emotional regulation, impulse control, attention, verbal reasoning, and mental
flexibility (Drum 2016). In sum, lead degrades the areas of the brain responsible for executive
functioning, as well as the pathways of communication between those areas. As a result, children
who have been exposed to lead have been found to have lower 1Q scores (by four to six points)',
learning disorders, mental retardation, and ADHD (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008).
Unsurprisingly, these neurological impacts of lead exposure have detrimental effects on
children’s educational outcomes. In 2009, Zahran et al. (2009) released a study regarding the
association between pre-Katrina BPb levels of elementary school children and test performance.
They observed that across all subject areas tested -- English, mathematics, science, and social
studies -- there were “significant negative associations between percentage of children at or
above 5 ug /dL and test performance” (Zahran et al. 2009:893). On a community-wide level,
they found that as the percentage of Pb poisoned children increased, test performance decreased
and variation in student performance compressed. This is corroborated by other studies that have
found higher levels of lead on the properties of inner city schools when compared to outer city
schools (Zahran et al. 2009). After looking at associations between test scores and class size, and
test scores and poverty level, respectively, Zahran et al. (2009) go on to conclude that “BPb is a

more powerful predictor of student performance than poverty (offset with free or discounted

"It is important to note that IQ tests are controversial and their efficacy and objectivity are
doubtful, especially pertaining to racial IQ gaps (Herrnstein and Murray 1994; Gardner 1994;
Patterson 1995). Nonetheless, looking at the impact of lead poisoning on IQ scores can still
provide useful information about the ways in which lead poisoning affects neurological
functioning -- even if the measurement itself is flawed, a drop in scores is still a drop in scores.
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lunch) and class size” (p. 894). Further, not only are students’ lead levels impacting their
academic performance, they are also not receiving the adequate support necessitated by such
disparities, as educators tend to have a lack of awareness about the impact of Pb on children’s
learning achievement (Zahran et al. 2009).

The National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) III, which covers the
years of 1999-2002, found that 2.4 million children nationwide had BPb levels between 5 and 9.9
pg/dL (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2002). A deeper look into these numbers
shows that not all children are equally impacted by lead. Forty-seven percent of non-Hispanic
Black one-to-five-year-olds had levels of 5 pg/dL or higher, compared to 28 percent of Mexican
American one-to-five-year-olds, and 19 percent of non-Hispanic White one-to-five-year-olds
(Bernard 2003). Laidlaw and Filippelli (2008) write that “the fact that children of color are
nearly 4 times more likely than white children to have blood Pb levels between 5 and 10 pg /dL
[and 13 times more likely to have blood Pb levels above 20 pg /dL] raises concerns about social
justice and the long-term health of these children” (p. 2023; Bernard 2003).

Though children are most impacted by lead due to their still developing brains, CNSs,
and intestines, and more frequent contact with lead-contaminated soil and lead dust, adults also
feel the effects of exposure -- both those who were poisoned as children and those who are first
exposed as adults. Cecil et al. (2008) found that the gray matter of adults who were exposed to
lead as children was significantly reduced when compared to that of adults who did not have
childhood lead poisoning. Further, research has found that at levels =2 ug /dL, lead exposure is
significantly associated stroke mortality and with chronic diseases such as cataracts, kidney
function, osteoporosis, diabetes, and high blood pressure, and also impacts the peripheral and

central nervous systems (Campanella and Mielke 2008; Needleman 2004).
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Lead Exposure and Violent Crime

Recent studies have drawn connections between lead’s impact on neurological
functioning and rates of violent crime (Mielke and Zahran 2012; Drum 2016; Reyes 2007) (see
Figures 2 and 3). Due in part to the inadequacy of explanations for the drop in the crime rate in
American cities in the 1990s -- theories which pointed to increased policing and the legalization
of abortion as being the cause of the drop in violent crime did not hold water in an international
context -- an environmental hypothesis emerged regarding the impact of lead on the unexpected
decline in crime rates (Mielke and Zahran 2012). Scientists began to suspect links between the
drop in violent crime rates and the phase out of TEL from gasoline. Mielke and Zahran (2012)
write that “the environmental hypothesis [regarding the drop in violent crime] is similar to the
neurotoxicity hypothesis” which states that “exposure to Pb alters neurotransmitter and hormonal
systems and may thereby generate aggressive and violent behavior” (p. 48). In other words, this
hypothesis extends the fact that lead exposure impacts decision making and executive
functioning to analyze the ways in which this may impact behaviors related to criminalized
activities.

This theory rests on two key propositions. The first is known as the “self-control theory”
in criminology, which essentially argues that “the cognitive and behavioral traits of impulsivity,
aggression, and low cognitive IQ are statistically associated with criminality and anti-social
behavior” (Mielke and Zahran 2012:48). Put differently, the theory posits that “low self control is
among the most important predictors of criminal behavior” (Mielke and Zahran 2012:48). The

second proposition is that traits such as impulsivity, aggression, and low IQ, which result in low
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self-control -- in turn resulting in criminalized behavior -- are increased with exposure to lead
(Mielke and Zahran 2012)."°

There is a wealth of evidence backing up this theory. Through measuring lead in
children’s bones, Needleman et al. (2002) found significant associations between elevated lead
levels and “adjudicated delinquency” (p. 711). The Cincinnati Lead Study had similar results in
their study of BPb and crime, finding “an association between early childhood Pb exposure and
antisocial acts by adolescents” (Mielke and Zahran 2012:49). Rick Nevin, a former consultant
for the federal HUD office, is on the front lines of research regarding associations between lead
and violence. He found positive associations between leaded gasoline emissions and both
teenage pregnancy and violent crime rates; the parabola charting gasoline emissions was nearly
identical to that charting violent crime and teenage pregnancy rates 23 and 17 years later,
respectively (when people who were exposed to lead as children came of age) (see Figures 2 and
3). He went on to find the same phenomenon in every other country that he studied, including
Canada, Great Britain, Finland, France, and Italy (Nevin 2006). Around the same time as Nevin
was doing his research, Jessica Reyes, who was a graduate student at Harvard, found that in
states where the consumption of leaded gasoline slowly decreased, so did the crime rate. In states
where the consumption of leaded gasoline decreased quickly, the crime rate also dropped quickly

(Reyes 2007).

' It is important to recognize that actions by children that are labeled as “impulsive” and
“aggressive” are often typical childhood behaviors that are “adultified” when exhibited by
children of color, especially Black and Latinx students. In reality, these actions are often normal
responses to marginalizing conditions (Epstein et al. 2017; Chapman et al. 2014; Heitzig 2014).
This is not to discount the relationship between lead poisoning and these actions, nor to ignore
the reality of one’s actions being labeled as such. Rather, it serves as a reminder to be wary of
how we label children’s behavior in the first place, and the ways in which such labels may be
racialized.
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This relationship extends to New Orleans specifically, where Mielke and Zahran (2012)
found that:

...85 percent of temporal variation in the aggravated assault rate is explained by the

annual rise and fall of air Pb (total = 10,179 metric tons) released on the population of

New Orleans 22 years earlier. For every metric ton of Pb released 22 years prior, a latent

increase of 1.59...aggravated assaults per 100,000 were reported...Our findings along

with others predict that prevention of children's lead exposure from lead dust now will

realize numerous societal benefits two decades into the future, including lower rates of

aggravated assault. (P. 48)
They also discovered that violent crimes in the city cluster around lead contaminated
neighborhoods (Mielke and Zahran 2012). Mielke and Zahran’s (2012) findings, as well as
Nevin (2006) and Reyes (2007), speak to the dramatic impacts of lead exposure on individuals
and societies, even decades after initial exposure.
Conclusion

Throughout the country, especially in inner cities, children are being poisoned by lead
contaminated soil. Decades of leaded gasoline emissions and lead paint dust have accumulated in
people’s yards, along sidewalks, in public parks and playgrounds, and beside schools (Mielke et
al. 2007; 2014; Zahran et al. 2013). This contaminated soil disproportionately harms children due
to their still-developing bodies and brains and frequent hand-to-mouth contact (Zahran et al.
2013; Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008; Needleman 2004). The effects of this poisoning are
devastating on individual and community-wide levels, and Black residents are disproportionately
harmed by lead poisoning, an injustice that is constitutive of environmental racism (Mielke et al.
2014; Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008). Lead poisoning, which happens at thresholds as low as 5
pg/dL (though there is no safe level of BPb), impacts the brain’s development and functioning
and the CNS, and often results in chronic health conditions (Mielke et al. 2014; U.S. Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention 2016). On a community-wide level, resuspension of lead dust

during warmer months can spread the toxin throughout the area, thus affecting a larger radius of
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residents (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008). Further, lead has been found to be related to crime rates,
as the decline in the use of TEL precipitated the decline in violent crime rates two decades later
(Mielke and Zahran 2012; Drum 2016; Reyes 2007).

The case of lead poisoning in New Orleans specifically, illustrates the ways in which lead
poisoning “differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals,

groups, or communities because of their race or color” (Bullard 2005:31).
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Chapter 5: Lead Poisoning in New Orleans

Across the United States, people of color and poor people are disproportionately
impacted by the dangers of lead. Elise Gould (2009) found that “Males, Hispanics, African
Americans and children in households below 200% of the federal poverty line are
disproportionately more likely to have higher than average lead exposures” (pp. 1162-3). This
was corroborated in a CDC report, which found that “Poor, urban minorities disproportionately
reside in housing unites containing lead-based paint hazards, creating significant inequity in
health and neurologic outcomes by ethnicity and socioeconomic status” (Gould 2009:1162). The
city of New Orleans is no exception. In fact, the city is representative of the ways in which Black
children living in inner cities are disproportionately impacted by lead -- a social, economic,
physical, and psychological tragedy and a clear case of environmental racism. This chapter will
cover lead in New Orleans, breaking the down history into pre- and post- Hurricane Katrina. I
argue that, in a stroke of painful irony, Katrina did what the government failed to do, as the
storm drastically lowered lead levels in the city by washing away contaminated soil and
necessitating the importation of low-lead soil.
Lead in New Orleans Before Hurricane Katrina

New Orleans has especially felt the dangers of lead poisoning. Almost one-third of
residents in the city live “on or near levels of lead that many experts regard as a potential public
health risk” (Campanella and Mielke 2008:535). In pre-Katrina New Orleans, 93.5 percent of
children had BPb levels =2 pg/dL (Mielke et al. 2007), and “the median BPb for children across
elementary school census tracts was 4.37, [while] the average percentage of children with BPb

equal to or exceeding 10 pg/dL was 11.59 percent” (Zahran et al. 2009:890). This estimate does
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not reflect the disparities between inner city and outer city children; Mielke et al. (2006) found
that 20-30 percent of inner city kids had BPb levels > 10 pug/dL.

Elevated lead levels were found in the soil of pre-Katrina New Orleans, which makes
sense due to the correlation between SPb and BPb levels. Research conducted prior to the storm
revealed that 71 of the 286 census tracts'’ (CTs) surveyed had median SPb levels of 2400 mg/kg
and 10 CTs had a median SPb of 21000 mg/kg (Zahran et al. 2010). The U.S. SPb standard is
400 mg/kg. Just like BPb levels, those high SPb levels are not equally distributed among the
population of the city. For example, the soil at the Iberville Housing Project, where the majority
of residents are poor, Black and under the age of 18 (and 18 percent are younger than 5-years-
old, making them especially susceptible to lead poisoning), has SPb levels as high as 916 mg/kg
(Campanella and Mielke 2008). (See Figures 4 and 5 regarding the relationship between race and
SPb levels in New Orleans).

As the work of Mielke et al. (2006) and Campanella and Mielke (2008) make clear, not
all New Orleans residents have been equally impacted by lead poisoning (see Figures 4 and 5).
High lead levels occur primarily in the inner city due to years of congestion and consequential
leaded gas emissions. These areas are home to the largest and most concentrated Black
populations in the city, meaning Black residents are disproportionately affected by lead
poisoning (Campanella and Mielke 2008). More specifically:

Whites, who predominate in suburban Jefferson and St. Bernard parishes, [made] up

diminishing percentages of the population subjected to progressively higher levels of

lead. African-Americans, who mostly live[d] in Orleans Parish and particularly in its old
inner city, home to thousands of old wooden homes with lead paint as well as heavy

traffic and congestion, [were] relatively more exposed to high-lead areas by a roughly 2-
to-1 ratio. Those of Asian and Hispanic ancestry, who comprise[d] relatively small

17 Census tracts range in population from 2,500 to 8,000 residents and “are delineated by
boundaries which conform to recognizable physical, cultural, economic, and demographic
characteristics” (Zahran et al. 2010:4434).
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components of the population and (unlike many other metropolises) tend[ed] to live far

from the city center, made up a consistently small percent of all levels of lead exposure.

(Campanella and Mielke 2008:534-5) (See Figure 5)
Accordingly, Black and white residents were both five times more likely to live in high-lead
areas than Asian or Hispanic residents (Campanella and Mielke 2008:535). Yet, Black residents
had it worse off than even white residents. Data from the NHANES III showed that Black
residents had higher BPb levels -- 5.4 pg/dL for males, 3.4 pg/dL for females -- than their white
counterparts, who had levels of 4.4 ug/dL for men and 3.0 ug/dL for women (Needleman 2003).
These statistics show that the case of lead poisoning in New Orleans is an issue of environmental
racism, as Black residents were disproportionately impacted by lead in pre-Katrina New Orleans.

Disparities related to lead exposure in the city also exist along lines of class. Campanella
and Mielke (2008) found that as socioeconomic status decreases, lead levels increase. Thus,
those who are at the intersections of racialized and class-based disadvantages are especially
impacted by lead exposure.
Ghettoization of Lead Poisoning

The fact that lead poisoning is a problem that disproportionately impacts poor, Black,
urban residents is a large part of the reason why it has been ignored for so long -- the problem of
lead poisoning has been ghettoized (Silbergeld 1997). As long as lead poisoning has been
understood to be a problem of poor urban minorities, the government and policy makers have
shown little concern for the issue. Silbergeld (1997) writes that “Until the late 1970s, it is fair to
say that this disease was ‘ghettoized’, considered to be a risk exclusively to the urban minority
poor” (p. 191). This misconception prevailed in spite of the fact that in reality lead poisoning
affects people of all income brackets, though not equally (Drum 2016).

In the 1970s, with increased data showing the dangers of lead poisoning, the issue

became more widely recognized, and effectively de-ghettoized. However, the pendulum



55

eventually swung back again, and the issue receded from the public’s attention. Little public
concern was shown for the issue, and the issue continued to disproportionately affect Black, poor
children living in cities. The issue of lead in the water of Flint, Michigan, once again brought the
issue of lead poisoning into the consciousness of “mainstream America” (i.e. white, non-urban,
middle class residents)."®

In New Orleans, the issue has been ghettoized due to the fact that Black, inner city
communities were being the most impacted by lead. Little government concern has been shown
for the issue, as the case of Casey Billieson et al. v. City of New Orleans illustrates.
Casey Billieson et al. v. City of New Orleans

Casey Billieson et al. v. City of New Orleans (1994) is a landmark case in the history of
lead poisoning in New Orleans. Casey Billieson -- on her own behalf and on behalf of her two
children, Ryan and Ronnie, and along with thousands of other plaintiffs -- sued the City of New
Orleans, HANO, C.J. Brown Public Housing Management Company, XYZ Insurance Company,
and the Louisiana Insurance Guaranty Association in the Civil District Court for Orleans Parish
for injuries related to lead exposure in her HANO-owned public housing apartment (Lexus Legal
News 2016).

The mid-1990s in New Orleans saw a spike in drug, gang, and police related crime -- in

1994, the city’s murder rate was the highest in the country. In hopes of insulating their children

18 In 2014, while a new pipeline was being built from Lake Huron, the town of Flint switched
their water supply to the Flint River. During the switch, the town failed to assess the state of the
pipes that were carrying the water, and lead from the pipes leached into the water. As a result,
tests conducted by the U.S. EPA and Virginia Tech in 2015 found dangerous lead levels in the
town’s drinking water. After at least 18 months of contamination, the levels have returned to
“normal levels for a city with old lead pipes” (Associated Press 2017). However, the fact the
water is still being transported to residents’ homes via lead pipes is very concerning, and Marc
Edwards, a Virginia Tech researcher who first brought the issue to the public’s attention, advised
residents to continue to use water filters (Associated Press 2017).
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from the violence, many parents kept them inside as much as possible. Two of these children
were Ryan and Robbie, five and three-years-old at the time, who lived with Casey in the Lafitte
housing projects in Treme, New Orleans. Into the mid-20" Century, Lafitte and other projects in
the area served as anchors for the Black, inner city, middle class community. However, white
flight, reductions in government spending and services, and a backlash against Black political
power resulted in increased violence and an overall deterioration of the area. By 1979, HANO,
which owned the Lafitte housing projects, had been labeled by the federal HUD office as
“troubled,” and “by 1994, HANO housing was among the most miserable places to the live in the
country” (Newkirk 2017:9-10).

However, in their attempts to keep their children safe by keeping them inside, residents in
the projects ended up being exposed to a whole new form of violence in their homes -- that of
lead poisoning. Parents (mostly mothers) living in the projects throughout the city sued HANO
on behalf of themselves and their children, and Billieson’s lawsuit came on the heels of many
such cases. In 1991 alone, HANO settled over 60 lawsuits related to lead poisoning in their
projects, amounting to over $1 million in claims and attorneys’ fees.

Twelve years after Billieson brought the case the city settled. After lawyers’ fees, the
average settlement awarded to the 2,000 eligible plaintiffs was a paltry $17,000. These 2,000
plaintiffs did not even represent all of those who had been poisoned. Hurricane Katrina had
destroyed many of the city’s medical records, preventing some people from being able to prove
that they had in fact been poisoned, and barring them from receiving their due compensation.
Further, many potential settlement recipients had been displaced across the country by the storm

and never received their settlements. Even for the 2,000 plaintiffs who were part of the
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settlement, the amounts that they were awarded were meager considering the permanent impact
of lead on both an individual and community-wide level. Newkirk (2017) writes:

Estimates from the CDC put the average lifetime costs for even mild and initially

asymptomatic cases of lead poisoning around $50,000, and many of the HANO children

had tested for lead levels that indicated immediate medical emergencies. Most of the
plaintiffs were already too old for the money to help with education, and they’d probably
already lost thousands in potential earnings from the psychological and educational

effects of lead poisoning. (P. 39)

Speaking on the settlement, Billieson stated, “We did receive compensation, and no, |
don’t think it was adequate, I think they could have had more of these kids tested...They should
send us the research [too], because none of us knew anything about lead poisoning, and we
didn’t know what the side effects could’ve been” (Newkirk 2017:40). Joan Dominique, a
resident of the Desire projects whose three children were plaintiffs in the case, emphasized the
inadequacies of the compensation, and the responsibilities of the government moving forward.
She stated:

I don’t know that you can correct the problem, but we can help [the children] now. Buy

them homes. Get them educated. These are things they took from these kids. You can

never make up the gap, but you can try to do something. And there are funds. The city is
still operating. The award that we received was nowhere near what it needed to be to

compensate these kids for their trouble. It just wasn’t enough. (Newkirk 2017:40)
Hurricane Katrina

While a comprehensive overview and analysis of the complexities of Hurricane Katrina
are beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to have a background on the storm in order to
understand how Hurricane Katrina impacted lead levels in New Orleans, specifically regarding
the flooding that resulted from the storm. On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall
in Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana, bringing with it heavy winds, rainfall, and flooding, and
devastating communities in the area. Over one million people in the Gulf Region were displaced

by the storm, and one month later, 600,000 remained displaced. At least 986 Louisiana residents

died from the storm, 40 percent of whom died from drowning. The strength of the rainfall and
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the storm surge, combined with the breech of the Lake Pontchartrain levees, resulted in
floodwaters covering 80 percent of the city. In some areas the waters were over ten feet deep. As
a result, over 70 percent of all occupied housing units in the city were damaged. Additionally,
high winds destroyed buildings and critical infrastructure components such as the city’s
floodwater removal system (The Data Center 2016; Zahran et al. 2010). The inundation of
floodwaters into the city raised concerns about toxins that had previously been contained in Lake
Pontchartrain and SuperFund sites in the city being spread throughout New Orleans. Among the
toxins tested for in the aftermath of the storm was lead.
Lead in New Orleans After Hurricane Katrina

While lead levels found in the soil after the storm exceeded U.S. EPA standards (as did
arsenic and iron levels), SPb and BPb generally declined after the storm (Cobb et al. 2006;
Presley et al. 2006; Mielke et al. 2016; Mielke et al. 2017; Zahran et al. 2010; Zahran et al.
2014). Five years after Hurricane Katrina, Zahran et al. (2010) assessed changes to SPb levels by
census tract. They found a decrease in median SPb levels in 29 of the 46 tracts surveyed, and
across all tracts, the average median SPb decreased from 328.54 mg/kg to 203.33 mg/kg -- a
45.59 percent decrease. Further, tracts with SPb levels exceeding the U.S. EPA standard of 400
mg/kg decreased from 15 out of 46 tracts to 6 out of 46 tracts (Zahran et al. 2010). In 2015, 10
years after Hurricane Katrina, Mielke et al. (2017) assessed median SPb levels in 176 CTs across
the city and found that they had decreased even further, from 280 mg/kg to 132 mg/kg (see
Figure 4).

Zahran et al. (2010) found that BPb levels also decreased significantly five years after the
storm. In 37 of the 46 CTs assessed, average median child BPb levels decreased 32.85 percent

from 5.14 to 3.45 pg/dL. Ten years after Hurricane Katrina, Mielke et al. (2017) found that BPb
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levels had further decreased across the 176 CTs they analyzed, from 5 pg/dL to 1.8 pg/dL.
Further, the percentage of children with BPb = 5 ug/dL, the current CDC reference level,
decreased 38.1 percentage points, from 64 percent to 18.9 percent (Mielke et al. 2017).
Decreases in SPb and the associated decline in BPb levels further prove the correlation between
SPb and BPb levels. Using ordinary least-squares regression analysis, Zahran et al. (2010)
proved that the “relationship between median SPb and median BPb holds with the addition of
statistical controls” (p. 4437). Further, while children born after Hurricane Katrina benefit most
from decreased Pb levels, children born prior to the storm also experienced decreased to their
BPb levels (Zahran et al. 2010).

Such a reduction in SPb, and thus BPb, can largely be attributed to the flooding that
resulted from Hurricane Katrina (Mielke et al. 2016; 2017). Not only did the floodwaters wash
away large amounts of lead-contaminated soil, the destruction caused by them necessitated the
rebuilding of many houses, which was done with “lead-free” paint and other building materials.
Low-Pb soil was brought in large quantities into the city for landscaping and land elevation
projects, covering lead contaminated soil that remained after the storm (Mielke et al. 2016;
2017). This influx of clean soil and wave of lead-free construction was good news for residents
throughout the city, not just in the areas that directly benefitted from these actions. While in pre-
Katrina New Orleans, lead dust got resuspended and spread throughout the city, lower lead levels
post-Katrina reduced such resuspension. Consequentially, low lead levels localized in one part of
the city had far reaching positive effects, improving air conditions well beyond one location.

Though lead levels in New Orleans are significantly lower after Hurricane Katrina, they
still pose a significant health risk to children in the area (Mielke et al. 2014; Mielke et al. 2016;

Presley et al. 2010). It bears repeating that nearly one in five children in the city still have BPb
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levels above the reference level, a level that itself has been argued as being too high, as there is
no safe level of lead in one’s blood (Mielke et al. 2014; 2016; U.S. Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention 2016).

After the storm, the demographics of those most in danger of lead poisoning have
become complicated. Consistent with the situation pre-Katrina, there are higher levels in the
inner city than the outer city, and poorer, Black communities still tend to be located in the inner
city, while white, wealthier communities tend to be located in the outer parts of the city.
However, after the storm, public housing projects, which had once been the focus of hundreds of
lead-contamination related lawsuits (the most famous among them being Billieson et al. v. the
City of New Orleans), had significantly lower lead levels than private, inner city houses. This can
be attributed to the fact that post-Katrina, all HANO owned projects, with the exception of the
Iberville projects, were razed and re-built “lead-free.” Landscaping was done with low-lead soil
(< 20 mg/kg) brought from outside of the city, and low-lead paint (< 90 ppm) (Mielke et al.
2011; 2017). It is important to note that “low-lead” is not the same as “lead-free”, and children in
these projects are still being exposed to lead, even at low levels. Additionally, concerns persist
about children living in inner city private homes, most of which have not been renovated to be
“lead-free” (Mielke et al. 2011; 2017).

Conclusion

Tragically, Hurricane Katrina ended up doing what the government refused to do --
getting rid of a significant amount of lead contaminated soil. In pre-Katrina New Orleans 93.5
percent of children had BPb levels 22 pg/dL (Mielke et al. 2007), and 20-30 percent of inner city
kids had BPb levels > 10 pg/dL (Mielke et al. 2006). Lead in New Orleans was a public health

crisis that disproportionately impacted Black, inner city kids, and accordingly, the government
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paid little attention to the issue -- it was “ghettoized” (Silbergeld 1997:191). The government
refused to adequately address the problem, despite the fact that a solution was readily available --
the transfer of low-Pb alluvial soil from the Mississippi River to cover Pb contaminated soil in
the city (Zahran et al. 2010; Mielke et al. 1998; 1999; 2007). As a result of the flooding caused
by Hurricane Katrina, this is what was eventually accomplished through landscaping and land-
elevation projects, and it significantly decreased lead levels. The lack of government action in
relation to lead levels in New Orleans is an example of what happens when the precautionary

principle fails to be implemented.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Recommendations

Bullard (2005) asks us “who pays and who benefits from the current environmental and
industrial policies” (p. 34)? In Louisiana broadly, and New Orleans specifically, the answer is
clear: government and big business (specifically petrochemical and gasoline corporations)
benefit, while residents pay in the form of chronic health problems, devastation to communities,
and loss of homes and ancestral lands. The case of lead poisoning in New Orleans is particularly
tragic because it was preventable and, when prevention had failed, solvable. It was preventable
because lead was added to gasoline despite the fact that those in the industry and in the EPA
knew that it was dangerous, and it was solvable because low-lead alluvial soil in the Mississippi
River could have easily been transferred into the city for soil remediation (Silbergeld 1997;
Kitman 2000; Needleman 2000; Mielke and Zahran 2012; Mielke 1998; Mielke et al. 2007).

However, because the people being impacted by lead were deemed unworthy of
protection by the government and corporations -- in view of the logic of environmental racism,
which equates non-white individuals with nature, thereby devaluing them as a site for
domination -- no action was taken to prevent lead poisoning or to address the problem once it
arose (Pellow 2007). It was not until Hurricane Katrina flooded 80 percent of the city, washing
away contaminated soil and necessitating the importation of clean soil, that SPb (and
consequently BPb) were reduced (Zahran et al. 2010). The case of New Orleans is a thus a
striking example of what happens when the treadmill of production drives progress and the
precautionary principle is not implemented, namely, that corporate profit trumps environmental

and social protection, and the government fails to prioritize the prevention of harm.

* * *
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As demonstrated in the preceding chapters, the case of lead poisoning in New Orleans is
indicative of the deep-rooted history of environmental racism in the state of Louisiana. Rather
than an anomaly, this injustice is emblematic of the structures of environmental racism that
uphold the state’s economic, social, and political systems. Charting the history of Cancer Alley
from the days of plantation slavery to the present day -- when petrochemical plants poison and
destroy communities along in the corridor -- demonstrates the ways in which politics, polluting
industry, and racism conspire to spell “premature death” for Black residents of Louisiana
(Gilmore 2007:28).

Lead poisoning in New Orleans is thus a continuation of this history, and understanding it
as such makes the structural violence inherent in this case clear. Galtung (1969) shows us that
structural violence is that which creates a gap between one’s “potential” and their “actual.” Lead
poisoning acts as the cause of this gap, spelling not only “premature death,” (emphasis added;
Gilmore 2007:28) but also stunting /ife -- relegating certain groups of people to an eternal
“actual;” depriving them of the chance to discover their “potential,” a chance to which we all
have the right.

In the cases of both Cancer Alley and lead poisoning in New Orleans, the government
condoned the poisoning of Black individuals and communities. Local and state governments
actively drew polluting industries to the area that became Cancer Alley, and HANO and HUD
refused to adequately address the lead crisis in its public housing units until Hurricane Katrina
left them with no other option (Wright 2005; Newkirk 2017).

In spite of this, residents from Baton Rouge to New Orleans have resisted. These
grassroots fights have been led by Black women -- West, Wright, Richard, Roberts, McCastle,

Billieson, and Blanco -- and have set a strong precedent for the continued fight against lead in
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New Orleans. I argue that an essential part of that fight must include a push for the following
actions.
Policy Recommendations

The ultimate irony of lead poisoning in New Orleans is that Hurricane Katrina, an event
that devastated the city and the region, did what the government failed to do: The flooding of the
city removed lead-contaminated soil on a large scale, while also prompting the importation of
low-lead soil for landscape and land-elevation projects. Additionally, the reconstruction of
buildings destroyed by the storm was done with low-lead or lead-free materials, further
decreasing lead levels in the area. The efficacy of these changes can be seen in the dramatic
decrease in lead levels five years after the storm. Within the city, the average medium SPb level
dropped 45.59 percent and the average medium child BPb level dropped 32.85 percent (Zahran
et al. 2010). These positive changes speak to the promise of lead abatement in addressing lead
poisoning in New Orleans.

Primary prevention is essential in tackling the problem (Mielke et al. 2012; 2014). Such
an approach embodies the precautionary principle, which requires a shift from asking, “How
much harm is allowable?” to asking, “How little harm is possible?” By acting proactively, as
opposed to reactively, communities and individuals are able to get ahead of the problem and
minimize harm instead of retroactively attempting to mitigate it. This is especially paramount
due to the nature of lead. Reactive responses to lead fail because they incorrectly assume that
there is a BPb level that is safe for children. Clinicians tend to test children for lead, find that
they have high levels, and then react. But at this point, it is too late, as the patients have already
been negatively impacted by lead exposure. The fact that lead is more dangerous the younger one

is exacerbates the need for primary and proactive prevention techniques, because under a
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reactive approach children and their families might not find out that they have been poisoned
until years after the initial exposure. Instead, a proactive approach must be taken, in which
communities with high SPb levels should be detected and then actions should be taken to prevent
poisoning (Mielke et al. 2014).

One of these actions should be the replacement of contaminated soil with low-lead soil.
This solution is perfectly suited for New Orleans, as it has easy access to clean soil in the form of
low-lead (5 mg Pb/mg) alluvial soil from the Mississippi River (Mielke and Zahran 2012; Mielke
1998; Mielke et al. 2007). Soil from the Mississippi River has been brought into the city for this
purpose, with positive results (Laidlaw and Filippelli 2008). Mielke et al. (1998) also suggest
“paving, constructing artificial surfaces (decking to outdoor carpeting), and building sandboxes
that are maintained with clean sand” (p. 127). Soil remediation efforts should also be undertaken
at playgrounds, schoolyards, and parks -- all areas where children are regularly in contact with
the soil. Such a pilot project is currently underway in New Orleans, and signifies a start in the
right direction (Zahran et al. 2010)."

Another important avenue for reducing lead exposure is through Pb-safe paint renovation
and the safe disposal of Pb paint (Mielke et al. 2007; Mielke and Zahran 2012). Mielke et al.
(2006) call for a ban on the use of power-sanding and the implementation of requirements to
safely collect and dispose of any lead paint chips that flake off as a result of construction. Due to
resuspension of lead dust, soil remediation, power-sanding bans, and clean construction practices
(such as the safe removal of lead paint chips) must be undertaken throughout the city, not just on

a property-by-property basis (Mielke et al. 2006).

19 Norway can also be looked at as a model for lead abatement on public properties, as the
country has implemented a national program to test and renovate soils at schools, parks, and
playgrounds in its ten largest cities (Zahran et al. 2010).
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There are also calls from scientists to lower the SPb safety standard itself to one that is
health-based and takes into account the fact that SPb enters the body through ingestion (Mielke
et al. 2006; Mielke et al. 2012; Zahran et al. 2010). When ingestion is involved, a factor of ten is
generally applied to standards to provide a margin of safety. Accordingly, the current EPA SPb
standard of 400 mg/kg should be lowered ten-fold, to 40 mg/kg (Mielke et al. 2012).

Beyond the fact that all people have the right to “breathe clean air, drink clean water, and
be protected from environmental toxins” (Shrader-Frechette 2002:16), which justifies the
remedies discussed above, lead abatement via the aforementioned methods also makes economic
sense. Looking on the national scale, Gould (2009) found that “For every dollar spent on
controlling lead hazards, $17-$221 would be returned in health benefits, increased 1Q, higher
lifetime earnings, tax revenues, reduced spending on special education, and reduced criminal
activity” (p. 1166). Drum (2016) calculated that the benefits of lead cleanup on a national scale
to be roughly $200 billion per year (p. 12).

The returns in educational spending are also significant. Zahran et al. (2009) found
through cost-benefit calculations that “it is more cost effective to pay for onetime primary
prevention instead of paying continuous expenses focused on reversing neurotoxic
damage...Remediation strategies can provide long-term achievement improvements for many
cohorts of disadvantaged children with a single upfront investment” (pp. 888-896). They went as
far as to posit that “...lead remediation may indeed be relatively more cost-efficient than teacher
investment strategies for increasing student achievement to the target level” (Zahran et al.
2009:896). Proactively addressing lead contamination thus stands as a necessary investment on

both an individual and a societal level.
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It is important that grassroots environmental justice movements take up this cause,
considering their historical strength in the state -- as seen along Cancer Alley and in the New
Orleans projects -- and throughout the nation (see Appendix A for information on the
movement’s grassroots organizing on a national scale). Reflecting on her research on the
environmental justice movement in Louisiana, Allen (2007) writes that the “strongest and most
effective citizens’ groups have the following: (1) alliances with well-organized national and
multi-national environmental and social justice groups, (2) have enrolled the support of activist
and independent scientists and professional experts to work on their behalf, and (3) are cross-
class and multi-ethnic in composition” (p. 158). Grassroots efforts to push for soil remediation of
yards, school grounds, parks, and playgrounds using Mississippi River alluvial soil are
paramount to proactively addressing lead poisoning in the city.

The impact of Hurricane Katrina on lead levels proves the efficacy of soil remediation,
and the necessity of government action. In addition to transferring low-lead alluvial soil to the
city, clean (re-)building techniques such as banning power-sanding and requiring the safe
cleanup of lead paint chips must be enforced (Mielke et al. 2007; Mielke and Zahran 2012). This
effort must be community-wide, as resuspension spreads lead beyond the confines of an
individual property (Mielke et al. 2006). Those in the scientific community must also push for a
lowering of SPb standards, as the current numbers do not account for the fact that SPb is often
ingested, requiring a ten-fold margin of safety (Mielke et al. 2006; Mielke et al. 2012; Zahran et
al. 2010).

Limitations
A limitation of this thesis is that I was unable to travel to New Orleans myself, inhibiting

me from being able to talk to people personally affected by lead poisoning, from getting to know



68

the area I was writing about first-hand, and from conducting my own original research. I am
grateful (and indebted to) the wealth of research that does exist on this topic, particularly that
which has come out of Tulane University. This pre-existing research has allowed me to form my
own hypotheses about lead in New Orleans and to make my own arguments about how this
particular case is connected to the history of the area.

Directions for Further Research

While significant research has been devoted to analyzing the ways in which environment
and race intersect, and, to a lesser extent, class and gender, little attention has been given to
researching how other identities like ability, religion, and sexual orientation interact with the
environment. This is an area that is worthy of further analysis.

Now is an especially pertinent time to study these intersections, as the Trump
administration continues to roll back Obama-era policies aimed at tackling climate change and
pollution, and to threaten federal funding for programs related to science and the environment
(Greshko et al. 2018). National Geographic is actually keeping a running list of the Trump
administration’s actions regarding the environment since the President took office in 2017. The
list is currently 109 pages long (Greshko et al. 2018). Undoubtedly, these attacks on the
environment will continue to disproportionately impact those who already occupy vulnerable
positions due their identities.

Another area that would benefit from further research is the cause of reparations for the
victims of lead poisoning. As Billieson and Dominique (Newkirk 2017) spoke about when
reflecting on Casey Billieson et al. v. City of New Orleans, the settlement from the case failed to
even come close to remedying the decades of lead poisoning experienced by their children. What

would it mean for victims of lead poisoning to be justly compensated? Where would the
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resources for such compensation come from? These are questions that are worthy of future
research and analysis, leading to action.
Towards an Equitable Future

The fight against lead poisoning in the city is, in itself, a fight for equitable futures, as it
addresses inequities related to the environment along the lines of procedural, geographic, and
social structures. Bullard (2005) breaks the concept of equity into three main categories:
procedural, geographic, and social. Procedural equity refers to the extent to which laws,
regulations, evaluation criteria, and enforcement are applied equally to all parties. Procedural
inequity can be seen in the fact that, regardless of class, white communities who are exposed to
environmental hazards receive a faster and more thorough government response than
communities of color (Bullard 2005). Geographic equity refers to the location and spatial
configuration of communities and their proximity to polluting facilities and environmental
hazards. The concentration of Black residents in the inner city of New Orleans, where there were
the highest amounts of leaded gas emissions, is an example of this. Social equity assesses the
role of sociological factors, such as race, class, gender, and political power on environmental
decision-making. Social inequity can be seen in the ghettoization of lead poisoning, wherein
public awareness and concern regarding the issue has waxed and waned depending on who the
issue was perceived to be affecting. This three-fold conceptualization of equity is an important
framework because it elucidates the complexity of the fight for justice, both within and beyond
the context of lead in New Orleans. The battle is multifaceted and must be fought simultaneously
on all three of these fronts. Just as Audre Lorde (1981) writes that the freedom for one group of
people is inextricably linked to freedom for all peoples, equity in one category is contingent upon

equity in all categories.
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Appendix A: Summits I and II and the Importance of Grassroots Organizing for Environmental
Justice

Grassroots organizing was paramount in both the 1991 and the 2002 National People of
Color Environmental Leadership Summits. The 1991 Summit (Summit I) was the “single most
important event in the environmental justice movement’s history” (Bullard 2005:20). Planned by
people of color, the Summit was attended by over 650 grassroots and national leaders from all
fifty states, as well as from Puerto Rico, Chile, Mexico, and the Marshall Islands (Bullard 1994).
The goal of the Summit was to “share action strategies, redefine the environmental movement,
and develop common plans for addressing environmental problems affecting people of color in
the United States and around the world” (Bullard 2005:20). The Summit succeeded in
broadening the movement’s focus beyond issues of toxins to include public health, worker
safety, land use, transportation, housing, resource allocation and community empowerment
(Bullard 2005).

The culminating achievement of the Summit was the construction of the seventeen
principles of environmental justice. Wright et al. (1994) state that the principles are the
“summation of diverse struggles for survival and propagation of the total human family and
species” (p. 123). The Principles called for “a robust activist agenda and a wide range of
spiritual, ecological, sustainable, educational, and social justice commitments”, and detail a fight
against colonialism, oppression, and the “poisoning of communities and land” (Sandler and
Pezzullo 2007:5; Delegates to the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership
Summit 1991). Further, the authors emphasize the universal right to protection from all testing,
disposal, extraction, and production of toxic materials (Delegates to the First National People of

Color Environmental Leadership Summit 1991).
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The Summit also addressed the environmental justice movement’s relationship with the
environmentalist movement. A session during the Summit was dedicated to this topic, featuring
Black, Latinx, Asian American, and tribal representatives of the environmental justice movement
in conversation with executive directors of the NRDC and the Sierra Club. Sandler and Pezzullo
(2007) write that “representatives of both movements hoped that the Summit might mark a
starting point toward better communication, understanding, responsiveness, and alliances” (p. 7).
The leaders of the NRDC and the Sierra Club acknowledged that their organizations had
historically focused on concerns such as wildlife preservation over issues of environmental
justice, and stated that they were ready to forge new partnerships. Michael Fisher, executive
director of the Sierra Club, positing the Summit as a turning point, expressed his hope that
moving forward the two movements would be able to focus on ways to collaborate, as opposed
to ruminating on past differences.

Leaders from the environmental justice movement also seemed to desire to find ways to
work together, though remained wary. For example, Dana Alston, senior program officer for the
Panos Institute of Washington DC, emphasized that any collaboration between the movements
must be

...based on equity, mutual respect, mutual interest and justice. We refuse narrow

definitions. It is not just ancient forests; it is not just saving the whales or saving other

endangered species. These are all very important. We understand the life cycle and the
inter-connectedness of life. But our communities and our people are endangered species,
too. We refuse a paternalistic relationship. We are not interested in a parent-child
relationship. Your organizations may or may not be older than ours. You organizations
definitely have more money than ours. But if you are to form a partnership with us, it will

be as equals and nothing else but equals. (Sandler and Pezzullo 2007:7)

Thus, the mission of the Summit was two-fold. It clarified the goals and positions of the

movement, while also setting the groundwork for a “just partnership” with the environmentalist

movement (Sandler and Pezzullo 2007:8).
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Summit II, in 2002, was also successful, and its goals included integrating youth into the
leadership of the movement, honoring the movement’s “sheroes,” and assessing the progress that
the movement had made in the eleven years since Summit I (Bullard 2005:24). The Summit was
“held together by a few hardworking, fearless, and dedicated women of color... [and] women
chaired Summit II and all but one of its key subcommittees” (Bullard 2005:63). As was the case
with Summit I, Summit II was a grassroots-led conference, with over 75 percent of attendees
coming from community-based organizations. The Summit brought three generations of the
movement together -- elders, seasoned leaders, and youth activists -- and centered female
activists of color, as over half of the workshops and plenaries were women-led, and awards were
given to 12 sheroes.

The conference signified the progress that had been made since Summit I. In the time
since the 1991 Summit, there had gone from zero environmental justice networks, university-
based environmental justice centers, or environmental justice legal clinics to twelve
environmental justice networks, four environmental justice centers, and a growing number of
university-based environmental justice legal centers. The University of Michigan had also begun
to offer the nation’s first program in masters and doctoral degrees in environmental justice.
Three key themes emerged from the conference: 1) Environmental justice had to be a top priority
in the 21* century; 2) Students and youths should be integrated into the leadership structure of
the movement; 3) The adoption of three new principles: Principles of Working Together, Youth
Principles, and Principles Opposing the War in Iraq. Both Summit I and II were events in the
environmental justice movement that reaffirmed the importance of grassroots organizing in

working towards a “just environment” (Bullard 1994:7).
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Grassroots organizing has been such a central component of the environmental justice
movement precisely because the EPA, and the U.S. government more generally, have been so
slow to acknowledge environmental injustice in the first place. The EPA did not admit until its
1990 report on environmental equity that minority communities bare a disproportionate burden
of environmental hazards. Policy makers are partially to blame for the lack of government action
around environmental injustice, because the studies that they conduct often use quantitative
measures and risk assessment in ways that fail to address issues of justice (Shrader-Frechette
2002).

It is important to note that the Congressional Black Caucus is an exception when it comes
to government action regarding environmental justice, as the Caucus has, on multiple occasions,
backed grassroots fights for justice. James H. Cone (2001) writes that the “Congressional Black
Caucus has the best environmental record of any voting bloc in congress”, and Representative
John Lewis of Georgia stated that “Working for clean air, clean water, and a clean planet is just
as important if not more important, than anything I have ever worked on, including civil rights”
(Cone 2001:28). The Caucus has also supported the fights against petrochemical plant sitings in
both Convent and Norco, Louisiana (Wright 2005; West 2005).

In 1994, “in response to growing public concern and mounting scientific evidence,”
President Bill Clinton issued Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental
Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations (Bullard 2005:21). Broadly, the
order called for improved assessments on how project proposals by federal agencies would
impact human health and the environment, specifically over multiple exposures, and especially
in low-income and minority communities (Bullard 2005). However, ten years after the executive

order, the EPA had received failing marks for its implementation efforts, and the government had
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done little to address environmental injustices. As Bullard (2005) writes, “Laws, regulations, and
executive orders are only so good as their enforcement” (p. 41). When their enforcement fails,
the change that they intend to bring about also fails. Therefore, it is no surprise that historically
marginalized communities cannot -- and do not -- rely on the EPA and the government to address
environmental injustices. This, in part, is why grassroots organizing is so powerful and essential
to the movement -- activists and communities of the movement are constantly fighting for
justice, regardless of what the government is doing (or not doing) to further the movement.
Grassroots organizations are the backbone of the movement.

Ultimately, the EPA and the U.S. government have failed minority communities by not
integrating environmental justice into their missions. This should not be surprising, considering
the duty of the government to uphold capitalism, a system that is in direct contrast with
environmental justice (a contradiction that the treadmill of production illustrates). As Bullard
argues, the EPA was not created to address issues of environmental injustice, and, as a result,
vulnerable communities fall between the “regulatory cracks” (Bullard 2005:30). This failure of
the EPA is corroborated by a 2004 report by the Office of the Inspector General, which found
that the EPA “*has not developed a clear vision or a comprehensive strategic plan, and has not
established values, goals, expectations, and performance measurements’ for integrating
environmental justice into its day-to-day operations” (Bullard 2005:42). It is important to
emphasize that any action that the government does take for the cause of environmental justice is
a direct result of decades of grassroots activism, as the case of Billieson et al. v. The City of New

Orleans illustrates.
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Appendix B: Graphs and Maps

Figure 1: Usage of lead in paint and motor fuel in the United States from 1910 to 1990 (Mielke et al.
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Figure 2: Relationship between aggravated assault rates and atmospheric Pb in six
U.S. cities from 1972 to 2002 (Mielke and Zahran 2012).
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Figure 3: Relationship in the United States between gasoline lead and violent crime and teenage
pregnancy, respectively (Drum 2016).
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Figure 4: Soil lead of public housing census tracts in New Orleans before, and ten years after,
Hurricane Katrina (Mielke 2017).
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Figure 5: Percentage breakdown of racial demographics in New Orleans by SPb (in mg/kg) from
1998-2000 (Campanella and Mielke 2008).
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