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Environmental justice (EJ) 
combines civil and human 

rights issues with 
environmental issues. 



Environment means the 
area in which you live.  



Justice means  
being treated fairly  
and with respect.  



EJ means that everyone has 
the right to: 

•  live in a safe, healthy environment, 
regardless of race, ethnicity, or income 

•  be part of the process to improve the 
quality of his or her environment 



•  equal protection from environmental 
hazards at home, school and work 

•  equal involvement in the environmental 
planning process 

•  equal involvement in enforcing and 
maintaining these rights to a safe 
environment 

EJ means that everyone has 
the right to: 



EJ issues occur in communities where poor 
people and people of color live. 

Source: The Palm Beach Post 

Source: The Metcalf Institute 



What are Examples of 
Environmental Justice 

Issues? 



Children poisoned by lead paint 

In Rhode Island, African-American, 
Southeast Asian, and Hispanic kids are 
twice as likely to be poisoned by lead as 

white kids. 



Source: http://204.17.79.244/profiles/maprnks/admn_mr/mr_lead00nhrate.gif 

Low-income children of color tend to live in the Providence 
neighborhoods with the most lead poisoning.   



Children in Providence who are  
most likely to have lead poisoning: 

•  Kids in households 
receiving public 
assistance 

•  Recent immigrants 

Source: Sargent JD, Bailey A, Simon P, Blake M, and Dalton MA.  “Census Tract Analysis of 
Lead Exposure in Rhode Island Children.  Environmental Research.  1997; 74: 159-168 



Children of color have higher rates of asthma 
and asthma hospitalization than white children. 

Source: The Palm Beach Post 

These disparities may be due to poverty, 
polluted air, and lack of access to health care. 

Source: RI Kids Count 2007 Factbook, http://www.rikidscount.org/matriarch/documents/2007%20Factbook.pdf 



Building schools on polluted land 
Source: Steve Fischbach 



The City of Providence built two schools, a 
middle school and an elementary school, 
on the former City dump.  These are known 
as the Springfield Street schools, and over 
80% of the students who attend them are 
low income and nonwhite. 

Springfield Street Schools 



The schools were 
placed on the dump 
over only two feet of 
fill.  The fill cannot 
prevent the ground 
from sinking when 
the trash underneath 
decomposes.  The 
sinking ground has 
made the handicap 
ramp and stairways 
very dangerous. 

Source: Steve Fischbach 



Additionally, ponding occurs as 
water fills in sink holes formed by 
the decomposition of trash. 

Source: Steve Fischbach 



The City of Providence has also chosen to 
build a high school on the site of the former 
Gorham Silver Manufacturing Company.  
The ground at the Gorham site is 
contaminated with cancer causing solvents 
that were used in the manufacturing process.  
These solvents evaporate and could get into 
the school building if the safety systems do 
not work properly.  Like the Springfield Street 
schools, the vast majority of students will be 
low income and nonwhite children.  

Gorham Schools 



Source: Steve Fischbach 

http://www.artinruins.com/arch/historical/gorham/ 



The high school is being built very close 
to Mashapaug Pond, which Gorham 
used as a waste sink for over 50 years. 

Source: Steve Fischbach 



Lack of safe play areas for 
children in urban areas 



Glass covers the 
stairway and 
ground leading to 
the playground at 
Merino Park 



Other playgrounds, like this one, are 
located near industrial facilities. 



Recreation centers that were once relatively 
safe have shut down.   

The South Side Boys and Girls Club closed 
because of flooding in the sub-basement that 
supposedly rendered the building unusable.   



Polluted air from buses, diesel 
trucks, and trash trucks 

Major streets for 
these trucks tend to 
be in low-income 
communities of color. 



Likewise, the bus depots are located in 
those residential neighborhoods, as well. 



Breathing polluted air  
- including diesel and 
particulate matter - 
makes people who 
suffer from asthma 
sicker 

Source: The Palm Beach Post 



Not enough affordable public 
transportation 

Many major employers are located 
outside of the city in the suburbs and are 
not easily accessible by RIPTA (Rhode 
Island Public Transportation Authority) 
bus routes.   

Source: pwcvb.com Source: hopetunnel.com 



Rhode Island must invest in transit to develop and maintain a 
seamless, integrated, high quality transit service that builds on 
and complements the existing system. This will require a 
capital investment as well as a dedicated, predictable, and 
adequate funding stream to sustain expanded and upgraded 
operations.  - Growing Smart with Transit

This funding has not yet come, so for 
many residents of Providence, 
particularly the nonwhite, low-income 
community members, the public 
transit system remains inadequate. 



Who is Most At Risk From 
Environmental Hazards? 

•  Low-income minority children and 
elderly are at an increased risk of being 
harmed by toxic substances.   

•  Low income and minority families do not 
receive the same level of health care 
and live in more polluted areas. 



CHILDREN are at a higher risk because: 
•  They are outside more 
•  They interact with materials in the 

environment more than adults do   
•  Their bodies haven’t fully developed the 

systems necessary to break down the toxic 
substances into less toxic ones, so they 
have more toxics in their body 



THE ELDERLY are at a higher risk because: 
•  They are often sick and weak, so toxic 

substances affect them more than healthy 
adults Source: The Palm Beach Post 


