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WHAT KIND OF IMPACT DOES POLLUTION HAVE ON INDIVIDUAL COMMUNITIES? 

 
The burning of fossil fuels like coal, petrol, diesel and others is a major source of air 

pollution and exists as one of this world’s greatest silent killers.1 When talks begin of rising 
greenhouse gas emissions, melting glaciers, or rising sea level temperatures globally, the 
problems of climate change can seem remote or at least problems for the future to address, but on 
an individual community level every person in a community has to breathe the air.2 
New studies have shown that fossil fuel combustion is a key contributor to mortality and disease. 
Links between pollution from the burning of fossil fuels can cause a wide range of serious health 
problems, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, lung tissue damage, and asthma, just to name a 
few.3 According to the research, “exposure to fine particulate matter, or PM 2.5,4 from burning 
fossil fuels was responsible for about 8.7 million deaths globally,” however, some figures put the 
annual global mortality rate much higher near 10 million deaths.5 
 

This is more people each year than the number who die from HIV, tuberculosis, and 
malaria combined;6 and just as the death brought by those diseases ravaged individual 
communities and families, so to does the death caused by air pollution. The only real difference 
is that a death certificate will report that a person dies of HIV, whereas the burning of fossil fuels 
continues to go unnamed. Instead it sits back as a specter, the true cause that looms behind a 
myriad of named illnesses.    
 

DOES ENVIRONMENTAL POLLUTION HAVE A BIGGER IMPACT ON LOW-INCOME COMMUNITIES?  
IF SO, WHY? 

 
Broadly speaking the burden of breathing polluted air is not one shared equally by all 

groups. Poorer people, disadvantaged people, and people in low-socioeconomic positions face 
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greater exposure to harm from air pollution because they are overall more likely to live closer to 
major sources of air pollution, such as major traffic highways, fossil fuel refineries, and 
industrial plants.7 As well the poor have less access to health care, grocery stores and poorer job 
opportunities that lack adequate health insurance, dirtier workplaces, and must spend more time 
in urban centers with higher levels of air pollution.8 
 

Due to rising housing costs around the nation, as well as historic discrimination against 
the poor, low-income neighborhoods tend to be clustered around industrial sites, and other 
pollution hotspots.9 Low-income people also tend to have lower educational attainments and are 
afflicted by the numerous other systemic issues that come with generational poverty.10 Therefore, 
these communities tend to have less resources and/or political clout to oppose the siting of 
unwanted facilities.11 Ultimately, the placement of dangerous pollution emitting facilities in low-
income communities just becomes the path of least resistance for profit seeking industries.  
 

ARE THE NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLLUTION  
TARGETED TOWARDS PEOPLE OF COLOR? 

IF SO, HOW? 
 

Race is in fact the biggest factor in determining the likelihood of whether a person lives 
near polluted water, air or contaminated soil.12 Overall, minorities in the U.S. are more likely to 
be low-income with 20% of Blacks,13 18% of Latinos,14 living in poverty, compared to just 10% 
for white families.15 Asians are markedly less likely to live in poverty than other minority 
groups, with a 10% poverty rate similar to whites, however, Asian families often have 4 to 5 
members of the family working.16 Additionally, they often still live in segregated communities 
near other low-income minority groups. So, all of the same factors mentioned above, that help to 
drive higher pollution rates in low-income neighborhoods also cause the same environmental 
issues in minority neighborhoods. 
 

It is important to note, however, that with race comes additional problems, and the 
uniqueness of how race is the core driving factor for the way fossil fuel pollution is targeted 
towards minorities has distinct impacts apart from income status. Multiple studies have found 
that Hispanics, Asians, and especially Blacks have a higher risk of premature death from particle 
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pollution in the air than Whites do.17 Some studies even demonstrating this disparity stretches 
past multiple income levels.18 Even Blacks in higher income brackets often face greater pollution 
risks and have higher death rates than Whites in lower income groups.19   
 

To highlight another distinction between race and income in terms of correlation to air 
pollution; low-income regions tend to have high Medicare enrollment, however, regions that 
have high levels of Medicare enrollment do not always corelate to regions with the most air 
pollution.20 A stronger correlation to air polluted with the most fossil fuel emissions can be found 
by looking at where Blacks populations live. “Black people are 1 ½ times more likely than 
whites to be in places with pollution, including the Latino population.”21 This has contributed to 
Blacks also having higher than average asthma rates and ultimately leading them to be more 
affected by deadly respiratory illnesses such as COVID-19.22  “The COVID-19 pandemic has hit 
African Americans especially hard, killing them at twice the rate of their [W]hite counterparts.”23 
 

ARE DISPARATE IMPACT POLLUTION PROBLEMS A CONSEQUENCE OF AMERICA'S RACIST PAST? 
 

Environmental racism refers to any policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects 
or disadvantages, whether intended or unintended, individuals, groups, or communities based on 
race or color.24 This definition includes disparate impact and the presence of environmentally 
racist policies in America is without a doubt a direct consequence of America’s racist past. From 
its founding American has always been a segregated nation and so to is the problem of 
environmental air pollution caused by the burning of fossil fuels and other toxic emissions. 
 

Before the Revolutionary War started in 1775, Black slaves were forced to live in 
separate out-cabins or muddy slave quarters,25 while Native Americans were pushed west off 
their lands or killed.26 In the late 1860s Blacks were trapped in defacto slavery on sharecropping 
plantations.27 In the 1930s through 1950s minorities were excluded from moving into clean 
White suburbs.28 In this same period, Banks red-lined districts preventing Blacks and Hispanics 
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from obtaining property loans to secure safe housing.29 The federal government paved large 
interstates through communities of color, tearing them in half or totally destroying them in the 
process,30 as well as made deals to dump toxic waste facilities on Native American lands.31 In the 
1980s and 1990s, minorities, especially Black and Hispanic males, were incarcerated 
disproportionately due to the “war on drugs,”32 leaving minority families broken, fatherless, 
living in prisons or in polluted neighborhoods next to fossil fuel refineries, and/or other 
hazardous waste facilities. Ultimately, due to literal centuries of residential segregation, Blacks 
and people of color generally tend to live where there are the greatest risks for exposure to 
deadly air pollution.33 
 

ARE THERE ANY POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS TO THESE PROBLEMS THAT INDIVIDUALS OR  
LARGE COMPANIES CAN CONTRIBUTE TO? 

 
The disparate impact that fossil fuel air pollution has on low-income, and minority 

communities are fundamentally issues caused by this country’s history of environmentally racist 
policies. “Environmental racism is a multifaceted systemic issue and therefore the solutions need 
to be equally robust.”34 Solving many of the above problems will require substantive federal and 
state action in the form of new legislative and adjudicative proposals and implementation which I 
discuss more thoroughly in another paper Environmental Racism: Using Environmental 
Planning to Lift People Out of Poverty, and Re-shape the Effects of Climate Change & Pollution 
in Communities of Color.35 However, on an individual level there is still much that can and needs 
to be done.   
 

First, awareness needs to continue to be raised in support of environmental justice causes. 
Politicians respond when they can see lots of people motivated and animated about an issue.36 
So, individuals have a responsibility to educate themselves on many of the basic facts outlined in 
the above answers. Next, it is important to remember to always vote, and when possible help and 
encourage others to as well.37 Not just in the big federal elections, but in state and local elections 
also. Vote for your town council members, your school board leaders, and vote in judicial 
elections and for the district attorney positions.  
 

Another important aspect to fighting climate injustice is holding major polluters and 
obstinate politicians accountable. Companies need to stop taking the path of least resistance and 
building their hazardous industries near the most disadvantaged groups. However, realistically to 
encourage this move, there needs to be more legal options for low-income and Black and Brown 
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individuals and communities to privately sue both the industries directly responsible for polluting 
their neighborhoods, and the municipalities that allow such things to occur.38   
 

If you have educated yourself, you can make sure to always vote for people you trust to 
push these initiatives and tackle climate change with environmental justice policies in mind. Last 
but not least, individuals can also donate to organizations already fight the cause, they donate to 
politicians who they believe will help and if you are truly ambitious you can run for political 
office or organize an event yourself.  It is one thing to say you support fighting climate change or 
other broad causes to reduce emissions or the like, it is another to actually take action. Now is the 
time for action.  
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