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 A Special RPE Reportback on the People of Color Environmental
 Leadership Summit, Washington, DC, October 24-27, 1991

 The Summit
 Building
 Community
 by Baldemar Velasquez

 Baldemar Velasquez is the president of the Farm Labor
 Organizing Committee in Ohio. The following is an edited
 transcript of his speech to the delegates at the Summit...

 When I was a boy, I worked in the cotton fields. I remem-
 ber the first time I got out there with my grandfather, smelling

 the sweat mixed with the cotton and the soil. He gave me a
 big bag to put the cotton in. I got out there and I began putting
 all that cotton into that bag. Well pretty soon, the other
 workers were all way ahead of me. And pretty soon my bag
 got bigger and fuller, and, because I was so little, I couldn't
 drag that bag anymore. Those bags weigh well over 100
 pounds when they're full. I couldn't drag it anymore and I
 was left behind.

 Transforming
 a Movement
 by Dana Alston

 Dana Alston of the Panos Institute was a member of the
 Summit planning committee. Here is her reportback...

 Rarely do people get the opportunity to participate in
 historic events. But each of the 300 African, Latino, Native
 and Asian Americans from all 50 states who gathered for the
 first National People of Color Environmental Leadership
 Summit in late October must have left with a sense that the

 atmosphere in which environmental issues are debated and
 resolved is changed for good And for the better.

 Joined by delegates from Puerto Rico, Canada, Central and
 South America, and the Marshall Islands, those present at the
 October 24-27 meeting in Washington, DC set in a motion a
 process of redefining environmental issues in their own terms.

 I wasted my whole morning
 with things going through my
 head like "I can't do the things I
 wanted to do by coming out
 here." You know what I really
 wanted to do? In the labor camp
 (we were being housed in an old
 abandoned school house - we
 were some of the first homeless

 people, and they put us in
 anything they found), in that
 camp we had a little tradition
 among the crew that whoever felt

 they did very well in the picking
 » Ml COMMUNITY, рад$ 20

 'tomo Sunday morning, there's going to
 bo a now onviponmontai movement!"

 - Tito Rov. Bon Chaw's,
 kicking ott the Summit October 24, 1001

 INSIDE:

 • Summit News & Aftermath

 • Environmental Racism

 • Kettleman City Victory
 • Reportbacks & Resources

 • Other News from the Movement

 People of color gathered not in
 reaction to the environmental

 movement, but rather to reaffirm
 their traditional connection to and

 respect for the natural world, and to
 speak for themselves on some of
 the most critical issues of our
 times.

 For people of color, the environ-
 ment is woven into an overall

 framework and understanding of
 social, racial and economic justice.
 The definitions that emerge from
 the environmental justice move-
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 ment led by people of color are deeply
 rooted in culture and spirituality, and

 encompass all aspects of daily life -
 where we live, work and play.
 This broad understanding of the
 environment is a context within which

 to address a variety of questions about
 militarism and defense, religious
 freedom and cultural survival, energy
 and sustainable development, transpor-
 tation and housing, land and sover-
 eignty rights, self-determination, and
 employment
 For instance, it has been known that

 communities of color are systematically
 targeted for the disposal of toxic wastes

 Even armed with this knowledge,
 delegates were shaken by the reports of
 widespread poisoning, oppression, and
 devastation that communities of color

 are experiencing - including water, air,
 and land contamination which cause

 cancers, leukemia, birth defects, and

 miscarriages.
 All present were moved by the
 testimonies of communities such as

 Reveilletown, Louisiana, a 100-year-old
 African- American community that was
 forced to relocate in 1989 due to

 poisoning from neighboring industries.
 Even more disturbing were the accounts
 of the Carver Terrace subdivision in

 Texarkana, Texas, and the farm worker

 Summit delegates who are engaged
 in life and death struggles with
 Waste Management were hard-
 pressed to understand why such a
 corporation is represented on the
 board of directors of one of the larg-
 est and most influential environmen-

 tal organizations, the National
 Wildlife Federation.

 and the placement of this country's
 most hazardous industries - a practice
 known as "environmental racism."

 Three out of five black and Hispanic
 Americans live in communities with

 uncontrolled toxic waste sites, while
 about half of all Asian/Pacific Islanders
 and Native Americans live in such

 areas. Government, church, and
 academic research has confirmed that

 race is the strongest determining factor

 (among all variables tested) in the
 location of commercial hazardous waste
 facilities.

 housing project in McFarland, Califor-
 nia, that were built on top of abandoned
 chemical dump sites.

 Economic constraints make it
 difficult for residents of these communi-

 ties to "vote with their feet" by moving
 away from the contamination. De-
 mands for relocation assistance from the

 government have gone unheeded.
 Delegates despaired at learning how

 Native Americans die at each stage of
 the development of nuclear energy and
 nuclear weapons, but were energized by
 hearing how reservations are fighting

 back. Among the stories told were those
 of the Havasupai Nation of Arizona and
 its organizing against uranium mining
 in the Grand Canyon; of Native
 Americans for a Clean Environment's

 efforts to close Sequoyah Fuels' nuclear
 conversion and weapons plant in
 Oklahoma; and of the Western
 Shoshone's civil disobedience aimed at

 stopping the US government's under-
 ground nuclear testing on their ancestral
 lands in Nevada.

 These struggles, some of them more
 than 15 years old, dispel the myth that
 people of color are not interested in or
 active on issues of the environment.

 On the second day of the Leadership
 Summit, delegates were joined by
 another 250 participants and observers
 from environmental, civil rights,
 population, health, community develop-
 ment, and church organizations. In
 addition, academic institutions, labor

 unions, legal defense funds, and policy
 makers were represented. Some came
 to learn, others came seeking partner-
 ships and strategies for coalition
 building.

 The issues of partnerships between
 people of color and the environmental
 movement was a major topic of
 discussion during the summit. So-called
 mainstream environmental organiza-
 tions are now in a flurry to diversify by
 actively recruiting African, Latino,
 Native and Asian Americans to sit on
 their boards and to staff their offices.

 Many delegates feel that the push
 towards inclusion is a result of the

 challenges brought by people of color,
 in particular a series of ground-breaking
 letters sent in early 1990 to the national
 environmental and conservation

 organizations by the Gulf Coast Tenants
 Organization and the Southwest
 Network for Environmental and
 Economic Justice.

 These letters and the publicity that
 followed outlined what is perceived as
 the racist practices of the green move-
 ment - which is generally viewed as
 white, middle and upper class, and
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This content downloaded from 104.55.168.129 on Mon, 24 Oct 2016 22:13:12 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Race , Poverty & the Environment

 «from MOVEMENT, page 28

 insensitive to the needs and agendas of
 people of color. The letters point out
 that diversification of boards and staffs

 alone does not guarantee accountability.
 Delegates detailed numerous
 examples where the unilateral policies,
 activities, and decision-making prac-
 tices of environmental organizations
 have had a negative impact on the
 social, economic and and cultural
 survival of communities of color in the
 United States and around the world.

 A particularly telling example is the
 controversy between Ganados del Valle,
 a Chicano rural development organiza-
 tion in Los Ojos, New Mexico, and the
 Nature Conservancy, the self-styled
 multimillion-dollar "real estate arm of

 the conservation movement." The

 Conservancy purchased 22,000 acres of
 land in 1975 to preserve biological
 diversity, ignoring the good land
 stewardship practiced by traditional
 communities. Ganados members had

 used that land for decades to graze
 sheep for cooperative ventures and
 preserve an age-old link between
 culture and land for Chícanos and
 Native Americans.

 Delegates also raised questions about
 the leadership of the National Wildlife
 Federation, whose board members
 include Dean Buntrock of Waste

 Management, Inc., the nation's largest
 toxic waste disposal company. Waste
 Management's subsidiary Chemical
 Waste Management has been continu-
 ally charged with perpetrating environ-
 mental racism by locating hazardous
 waste facilities near communities of

 color. Chicago's South Side (72
 percent black, 1 1 percent Latino),
 Sauget, Illinois (73 percent black), and
 Port Arthur, Texas (70 percent black
 and Latino) are home to Waste
 Management's major toxic waste
 incinerators.

 Presently the company is trying to
 locate another huge incinerator in
 Kettleman City, California (95 percent
 Latino). And Emelle, Alabama (90
 percent black), is the site of a Chem

 Waste hazardous waste landfill - the

 nation's largest. Summit delegates who
 are engaged in life and death struggles
 with Waste Management were hard-
 pressed to understand why such a
 corporation is represented on the board
 of directors of one of the largest and

 most influential environmental organi-
 zations.

 For people of color, environmental

 scheduled for June 1992 in Brazil.

 Policy recommendations include
 statements on the ecological impact of
 war, underground nuclear testing, the
 international waste trade, and US

 foreign aid and trade policies. State-
 ments related to paternalistic and
 oppressive behavior toward developing
 countries by some northern environ-
 mental organizations were also in-

 íssues are not

 just a matter of
 preserving
 ancient forests or

 defending
 whales. While

 the importance of
 saving endan-
 gered species is
 recognized, it is
 also clear that

 adults and

 children living in
 communities of

 On the second day of the Summit,
 delegates were joined by another
 250 participants and observers.
 Some came to learn, others came
 seeking partnerships and strategies
 for coalition building.

 color are endangered species too.
 Environmental issues are immediate

 survival issues.

 The clear message from delegates is
 that if there is to be a partnership made
 with the environmental movement, it

 must be based on equity, mutual
 respect, and justice. The environmental
 justice movement of people of color
 rejects a partnership based on paternal-
 ism.

 Discussions at the leadership summit
 were not limited solely to reciting a
 litany of problems. Solutions and
 processes for developing solutions were
 an important outcome. For instance,
 strategy and policy groups convened to
 create action plans and formulate policy
 recommendations that would guide
 future organizing. An international
 policy group was formed in recognition
 of the global nature of the environmen-
 tal crisis and the need for international

 cooperation to achieve solutions.
 It was also decided that the policy

 recommendations growing out of this
 session would be presented at the
 United Nations Conference on Environ-

 ment and Development (UNCED),

 eluded.

 In addition to the strategy and policy
 work groups, summit delegates went
 through the painstaking process of
 formulating the Principles of Environ-
 mental Justice. Final agreement on the
 preamble and accompanying 17
 principles was arrived at by consensus
 building. Collectively, delegates
 surmounted the barriers that have

 historically divided us - regionalism,
 culture, gender, language and class.
 Most important, this victory was
 achieved in a society that has used
 racism to pit one group against the other
 in an attempt to control the whole.
 By the end of the summit, those

 gathered spoke with one voice as part of
 a movement "to eradicate environmen-

 tal racism and bring into being true
 social justice and self determination."

 Dana Alston directs the Environ-

 ment , Community Development , and
 Race Program at the Panos Institute in
 Washington DC , and was a member of
 the planning committee for the People
 of Color Environmental Leadership
 Summit. Reprinted from the January
 1992 issue of Sojourners magazine.
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