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 Hard Truths from Hard Data
The father of environmental justice reflects on  
the movement he created BY YESSENIA FUNES 
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Your early work signaled the start of  
a new field. How would you describe it?
I do what’s called “kickass sociology.” I’ve 
tried to pattern my work after a kickass 
Black sociologist: W.E.B. DuBois, who 
showed how someone can be a teacher, 
scholar, researcher, author, social critic and 
activist. He helped to found the NAACP [in 
1909]—the oldest and largest civil rights 
organization in the U.S.—and he did some 
of the first empirical research in sociology.

Your first paper, in 1979, was the first to 
use hard data to quantify environmen-
tal racism. What prompted you to look 
into this? 
The study was done in support of  Bean v. 
Southwestern Waste Management Corpo-
ration,  the first U.S. lawsuit to challenge 
environmental racism using civil rights 
law. The lawyer for that case was Linda 
McKeever Bullard, my wife at the time, and 
she needed numbers to back up the argu-
ment that locating solid waste landfills in 
a particular neighborhood was a form of 
discrimination. The community was mid-
dle class, suburban and an un  like ly place 
for a garbage dump. It was also predomi-
nantly Black. 

My job was to design the study, collect 
the data, and present maps that showed 
where all the landfills, incinerators and 
solid waste sites were located in Houston 
from the 1920s up to 1979. We found that 
five out of five of the city-owned landfills 
were in predominantly Black neighbor-
hoods, as were three out of four of the pri-
vately owned landfills. Six out of eight of 
the city’s incinerators were in Black neigh-
borhoods. Black people made up only 
25  percent of Houston’s population at the 
time, yet 82  percent of the garbage in the 
city was dumped on them. 

We lost in court because we couldn’t 
prove it was intentional discrimination. It 
was easier to show scientifically that this 
pattern reflected a form of discrimination 
and not random data, but it’s more difficult 
to prove it in court.

When you saw how widespread this pol-
lution was in Black communities, what 
did you think?
I was surprised. I was amazed and shocked. 
But I was even more surprised and shocked 
and disappointed that the judge didn’t see 
it. This was 40-something years ago. The 
judge was an old white man who was call-

ing Black plaintiffs in the case “Ne gresses.” 
That’s a fancy, dressed-up way of calling 
you the N-word. The racial undertone was 
so thick. It was almost as if that case were 
brought too soon. 

What was the public response to your ini-
tial studies? 
Communities on the ground, the ones 
who were being poisoned and ignored, 
started to come together. Grassroots and 
civil rights groups began to build coali-
tions and collaborate. By 1990 we were 
organizing the First National People of 
Color Environmental Leadership Sum-
mit. The industry attacked us. Some of us 
were sued. Some of us were intimidated 
and threatened. But we’ve kept fighting 
be  cause we have justice on our side. A lot 
of people tried to debunk our work, but 
they never could. We had to fight with 
some of our environmental allies: conser-
vation groups that were mostly white and 
affluent. They’re with us now, but they 
were not always. 

How have you built on those first studies?
I expanded my Houston study. I wanted  
to know whether the Houston example 
was an outlier. That’s how the first book 
on environmental justice came about. I 
wrote  Dumping in Dixie  in 1989, but it 
took me a year to get that book printed. I 
had clear data showing that this discrim-
ination was happening from Houston to 
Dallas, to the Louisiana Cancer Alley, to 
the Alabama Black Belt, to West Virginia. 
But the publishers said, “There’s no such 
thing as environmental injustice. Every-
body is treated the same. The environ-
ment is neutral.”

All of what we’ve done since the Hous-
ton study has intentionally challenged the 
dominant paradigm. We argue that com-
munities that have somehow been left out 
and left behind should be first in line when 
we talk about protection. Regulations 
should protect the most vulnerable popu-
lations, especially children of color. 

Now environmental justice is not just in 
the U.S. It’s global. It has been adopted into 
environmental reparations efforts. We talk 
about making our communities whole 
because of the damage the fossil-fuel 
industry has caused. We talk about repair-

Black people made up only 25 percent 
of Houston’s population [in the 1970s], 

yet 82 percent of the garbage  
in the city was dumped on them. 

Black people face some of the highest cancer and asthma rates in the U.S., statistics that 
are inarguably linked to the environment in which someone lives, works and plays. But 
until Robert D. Bullard began collecting data in the 1970s, no one fully understood how 
a person’s surroundings can affect their health. And no one, not even Bullard, knew how 
segregated the most polluted places really were. 

Bullard was the first scientist to publish systematic research on the links between race 
and exposure to pollution, which he documented for a 1979 lawsuit. “This is before every-
one had [geographic information system] mapping, before iPads, iPhones, laptops, Goo-
gle,” he says. “This is doing research way back with a hammer and a chisel.”

In 2021 Texas Southern University in Houston established the Robert D. Bullard Cen-
ter for Environmental and Climate Justice, where Bullard now serves as executive direc-
tor. He has written 18 books on the topic, and his work helped to launch a movement. 
Environmental justice—the idea that everyone has the right to a clean and healthy envi-
ronment, no matter their race or class—has been embraced by advocates around the 
world and is influencing international climate negotiations. Scientific American 
asked Bullard about his work and its impact in the U.S. and beyond. 
  An edited version of the interview follows . 
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ing our communities. In a global sense, 
reparations have translated into the Loss 
and Damage Fund, a pot of money estab-
lished by higher-income countries at the 
2022 United Nations Climate Change Con-
ference. The fund aims to mitigate harm 
more developed countries have caused in 
less developed nations, which have con-
tributed the least to climate change. 
They’re feeling the pain and suffering first, 
worst and longest. It took 27 climate sum-
mits before the Loss and Damage Fund was 
adopted as a policy. 

The road to where we are now has not 
been a bed of roses. We’ve always had 
detractors and people who have been well 
funded in fights against us. 

What about global environmental  
racism and the importance of using a 
global lens? 
We held our First National People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit in 
1991, and representatives attended from 
the vast majority of U.S. states, as well as 
several foreign countries and tribal na -
tions. Our principles of environmental jus-
tice—which include the safety of workers, 
the rights of Indigenous peoples and the 
honoring of nature—have been translated 
in  to half a dozen languages. And globally, 
in countries that have suffered because of 
colonialism, imperialism and racism, 
communities are now applying that same 
environmental justice lens to their or -

ganizing. Our principles of environmental 
justice resonated with the Global South. 
Those countries that have contributed the 
least to climate change are feeling that pain 
and suffering right now, as they have been 
for decades. 

The environmental and climate justice 
framework that we use for the research in 
the U.S. has expanded to universities 
across the world: South Africa, Australia, 
Scotland. In some cases, they use not a 
racial lens but an equity lens that looks at 
gender, income, former colonization sta-
tus, and market forces that have stripped 
people of the power to decide for them-
selves whether they want a new project in 
their communities. S
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55.1% (2010)

59.0% (2000)

71.7% (2010)

76.0% (2000)

Rest of Population

**Host areas are U.S. census tracts in which at least 50% of their area lies within 3 kilometers (1.8 miles) of a commercial waste facility.
*Data for U.S., excluding Alaska, Washington, D.C., Idaho, Montana and Wyoming.

44.9% (2010)

41.0% (2000)

28.3% (2010)

24.0% (2000)

Percent People of Color†

21.0% (2010)

21.1% (2000)

10.8% (2010)

10.3% (2000)

15.9% (2010)

13.0% (2000)

10.3% (2010)

7.8% (2000)

Percent African American Percent Hispanic or Latino

0.9% (2010)

0.9% (2000)

1.2% (2010)

1.3% (2000)

Percent Native American

5.2% (2010)

4.1% (2000)

4.1% (2010)

3.3% (2000)

Percent Asian and Pacific Islander

Community composition 
of areas in the U.S.* 
that DO host a 
commercial hazardous 
waste facility.**

Community composition 
of areas in the U.S. 
that DO NOT host a 
commercial hazardous 
waste facility.

†Demographics labels reflect terminology used in the source.

Community composition 
of areas in the U.S. 
that DO host a 
commercial hazardous 
waste facility.**

Community composition 
of areas in the U.S. 
that DO NOT host a 
commercial hazardous 
waste facility.

Hazardous Divisions
Few studies have assessed the racial composition of waste- 
adjacent neighborhoods. But building on Robert D. Bullard and 
his colleagues’ 2007 work, Michael Mascarenhas and his collab-
orators extended the analysis to include 2010 census data. Their 
results are stark. More than 30 years after Bullard’s Houston 

studies, the researchers found that a link between race and loca-
tion of hazardous waste sites (host areas) in the U.S. persists. 
Also, income growth in host areas was much less than in non  host 
areas even though both experienced the same in  crease in per-
centage of residents who lived below the poverty line.

Graphics by Miriam Quick and Jen Christiansen
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This research is supported by the frame-
work that we set in place, one that uses a com-
munity-university partnership. The people 
who are most negatively im  pact ed also carry 
knowledge and solutions. These decisions 
affect their homes, their families and their 
lives, so it’s important that they remain in-
volved. Community science is probably the 
fastest-growing part of the global climate 
and environmental justice movement.

How did race come to be such a defining 
factor in the U.S. for who gets clean air or 
water and who does not? 
Racism is deeply ingrained in America’s 
DNA. Race has always played a significant 
part in who’s free, who gets educated and 
who is a citizen. There was slavery, then 
emancipation and Jim Crow segregation, 
where “separate but equal” was codified. If 
a Black person, for example, paid the same 

taxes as a white person, those taxes were 
not spent in a way that gave them equal pro-
tection and treatment. 

The Civil Rights Act was wasn’t passed 
until 1964. Racial redlining drew a line 
around Black and brown neighborhoods, 
labeling them as dangerous and undesir-
able for loans. That prevented our neigh-
borhoods from benefiting from infrastruc-
ture such as sewer and water systems. 

60.0%70.3%

83.3%85.5%

Percent White (non-Hispanic)

Four Categories to Right, Combined
Percent Black (non-Hispanic)† 

†Demographics labels reflect terminology used in the source.

6.6%10.1%

8.5%8.8%

Percent Hispanic

29.8%13.7%

1.1%1.6%

38.2%27.3%

15.0%12.7%

1.0%2.4%

0.9%0.8%

Percent Asian (non-Hispanic)

0.8%1.1%

4.5%1.5%

Percent American Indian (non-Hispanic)

Composition of U.S. counties with
HIGH exposure to COVID-19 and 
HIGH level of respiratory risks 
from hazardous air pollutants

Composition of U.S. counties with
HIGH exposure to COVID-19 and 
LOW level of respiratory risks 
from hazardous air pollutants

Composition of U.S. counties* with
LOW exposure to COVID-19 and 
HIGH level of respiratory risks 
from hazardous air pollutants

Composition of U.S. counties with
LOW exposure to COVID-19 and 
LOW level of respiratory risks 
from hazardous air pollutants

*Study included 3,107 U.S. counties. Nearly 50% (1,515 counties) did not yield statistically significant results and are not included in these charts. 

Unbalanced Exposure
A range of variables, including air pollution and COVID-19 
infections, can affect respiratory health. Those risks  
are not evenly divided. An analysis by Jayajit Chakraborty, 
published in 2021, shows that people of color—as well  
as people who are poor and uninsured—are overrep-
resented in areas that experienced both high levels of  
hazardous air pollution and high rates of COVID early  
in the pandemic.
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We’re now seeing the legacies of that 
racism. Neighborhoods that were redlined 
100 years ago are hotter today because of 
urban heat islands [see “Islands of Illness,” 
on page S48]. They have no tree canopy or 
parks or green space. They’re more prone 
to flooding because they lack flood protec-
tion. They are more prone to industrial 
pollution. And we’ve learned that the same 
neighborhoods were more prone to COVID 
hospitalizations and deaths. 

These are all examples of how past  
racism keeps getting transferred forward: 
it increases vulnerability.

You’ve been doing this for almost  
50 years now. What keeps you going? 
I’ve seen environmental justice move from 
a footnote to a headline, which means we 
are making inroads and progress in research 
and in policy. Even though we’ve made 
strides, we have a long way to go. Just having 
the data has never been enough. We must 
take these findings and convert them to 
policy. You have to marry facts with action, 
and there’s not been enough ac  tion—even 
after all the reams and reams of studies.

What comes next for you?
We have a couple of projects. One is our 
participation in the U.S. government’s Jus-
tice40 Initiative, which is funded by the 
Bezos Earth Fund. It looks at how our cen-
ter can work with communities and use our 
HBCU [historically Black college or uni-
versity] consortium to help communities 
that have been underserved and invisible 
when it comes to issues around climate, 
economic development, housing, trans-
portation and clean energy. 

Another is a Bloomberg project we’re 
participating in that looks beyond petro-
chemicals. How do we explore transition-
ing to a clean energy economy and, at the 
same time, make sure that transition is 
equitable, fair and just? 

We are helping community-based 
or ganizations in Texas resist the 80-plus  
new oil and gas facilities proposed for Hous-
ton, Beaumont-Port Arthur and Corpus 
Christi— areas already impacted by pet-
rochemical plants. This is complemented 
by a study we’re doing that examines the 
environmental justice implications of 
rapid permitting and build-out of termi-

nals for lique  fied natural gas in the Gulf 
Coast. Ironically, many of the new facilities 
are being proposed in communities where 
most residents have low incomes or are 
people of color and where they are already 
burdened with petrochemical plants. 

We’re also looking at the Inflation Re -
duc tion Act and the extent to which our 
center can collaborate with other organi-
zations to ensure a holistic approach when 
we talk about greenhouse gas reduction. 
When we talk about cutting emissions, 
we’re also talking about creating green jobs 
and about supporting small-business 
entrepreneurs so they can be creative and 
in  novative. It’s about getting more of our 
young people of color interested in science, 
technology and engineering so we can 
build out a pipeline for the future.

The environmental and climate justice 
movement today is intergenerational, and 

that’s exciting. I’ve been doing this for 
40-plus years. I’m a Boomer and proud of 
it—still fighting and still standing. But the 
fact is, Millennials and Zoomers and Gen 
Xers combined outnumber my generation. 
We need to develop a strong intergenera-
tional partnership so these younger people 
don’t have to hit brick walls. 

We will get to the point where we will 
address all these challenges we have faced. 
Many are artificial barriers that we can 
break down to move more quickly toward 
solutions. We can take this quest for justice 
and pass the baton. That’s how we will 
cross the finish line. 

Yessenia Funes  is a journalist who has covered 
environ mental and climate justice for nearly 
a decade. She serves as editor at large for  Atmos, 
 a magazine dedicated to climate and culture, and 
publishes a weekly independent creative climate 
newsletter called Possibilities.

The countries most vulnerable to climate 
change are doing the least to cause it.
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Climate Vulnerability 
Countries that emit more carbon dioxide per capita tend to be less vulnerable to the 
effects of those emissions than other regions are. This conclusion is based on data 
from the Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative’s country index, which quantifies a 
country’s vulnerability to climate hazards based on a number of variables—exposure, 
sensitivity and ability to adapt across six areas: food, water, health, ecosystem service, 
human habitat and infrastructure. Higher index values reflect higher levels of vulnera-
bility. When a country’s index value is plotted against its per capita carbon emissions,  
a trend becomes visible and illustrates the vulnerability of less industrialized nations.




