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 In the United States, there is a systematic disparity of exposure to en-
vironmental pollution in which low-income minority groups are forced to 
bear the burden of associated health problems and risks. This essay will 
highlight the systematic ways in which marginalized groups are target-
ed and exploited to work and live in unsafe conditions, which ultimately 
impacts their overall quality of life and health. The environmental justice 
movement and community organized groups’ goals are to target the sys-
tematic structures that allows for the continuation of inequality. Throughout 
Chicago’s history, there have been many cases of environmental injustice 
and inequality in the South and West neighborhoods consisting of pre-
dominately Black and Latinx members. The treadmill of production theory 
and history of exclusionary zoning practices provide a framework for the 
two case studies of environmental justice that will be presented in Little 
Village and the surrounding area. Ultimately, the work done by environ-
PHQWDO�MXVWLFH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�EHQH¿W�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�E\�UHGXFLQJ�H[SRVXUH�
and risk, but even the process of “greening” the neighborhood can put 
LWV� PHPEHUV� DW� ULVN� IRU� HQYLURQPHQWDO� JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ� DQG� GLVSODFHPHQW�
Environmental racism is a term used to describe the disproportionate 
exposure to toxic and hazardous waste in low-income minority commu-
nities due to the inequality of environmental policymaking and laws (Pel-
low 2000 and Brulle and Pellow 2006). Environmental racism is an ex-
tension of the systematic racism that minority groups have faced in the 
8QLWHG� 6WDWHV� WKURXJKRXW� KLVWRU\�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\�� /DWLQ[� DQG�$IULFDQ�$PHUL-
cans are at a systematic disadvantage, unable to access appropriate re-
sources, and are put at a higher risk for health and economic disparity. 
In Chicago, factories and industrial manufacturing production plants are 
placed in predominately Hispanic and Black communities. Air, water, and 
ground pollution from these production facilities impede on the health of 
the overall community both directly or indirectly. The collective exposure 
to these pollutions is at much higher rate than the surrounding white-af-
ÀXHQW� QHLJKERUKRRGV�� ,PSURSHU� VWRUDJH� RI� KD]DUGRXV� ZDVWH�� LOOHJDO�
dumping, and lack of education and protection for the workers all con-
tribute to unjust and unequal environmental protection. This is a human 
health crisis causing higher rates of asthma, cancer, respiratory illness, 
lead poisoning, and cardiovascular disease seen at exponentially higher 
rates in these communities (Brulle and Pellow 2006).  The accessibility 
to healthcare is limited in low-income minority and immigrant communi-
ties. This, in combination with unsafe living conditions, leads to suffer-
LQJ� RI� VSHFL¿F� SRSXODWLRQV�� &KLFDJR¶V� VHJUHJDWHG� QHLJKERUKRRGV� DOORZ�
IRU�VSHFL¿F�PLQRULW\�FRPPXQLWLHV�WR�EH�WDUJHWHG�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�H[SORLWHG��
Chicago is currently one of the most segregated cities in America. Discrim-
inatory housing practices in the 1920s segregated immigrant and minority 
communities into sectors of Chicago that lacked job opportunities, access 
to education, healthcare, and inadequate housing. This put these popula-
WLRQV�DW�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�GLVDGYDQWDJH��ZKLOH�RIIHULQJ�KLJK�ULVN�MREV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�
hazardous materials without proper protocol and protection in place. Exclu-
sionary zoning practices throughout the districts persist today even after the 
Fair Housing Act of 1968. Figure 1 depicts the racial distribution throughout 
Chicago’s neighborhoods (Demographics Research Group 2010). We can 
see that Hispanic and Black communities are located in the South and West 
VLGH�RI�&KLFDJR��ZKLOH�ZKLWH�SRSXODWLRQV�DUH�LQ�DIÀXHQW�DUHDV�RI�WKH�FLW\�DQG�
the Northern suburbs. This is consistent with historical redlining of racial 
and housing discrimination that began in 1934 with the National Housing 
Act. Figure 2 is a map identifying the most at-risk populations for exposure 
to pollution (Lam 2018). An overlay of Figure 1 and Figure 2 depicts a clear 
correlation between Black and Hispanic populations and high rates of envi-
ronmental pollution. The foundational history of Chicago contributes to the 
overall inequality seen in these communities of marginalized groups today. 
The environmental movement beginning in the 1960s consisted of pre-
dominately white voices, excluding those who are most directly impacted 
from the negative effects (Brulle and Pellow 2006). In the 1970s, middle 

and upper-middle class community members used the phrase “Not in My 
Backyard” in opposition of industrial and manufacturing sites to be placed 
in their predominately white neighborhoods. Ultimately, the privilege in 
WKHVH� DIÀXHQW� FRPPXQLWLHV� IXUWKHU� SXVKHG� ORFDOO\� XQZDQWHG� ODQG� XVH�
into low-income minority communities, externalizing the cost to already 
disadvantaged areas.  The environmental justice movement emergence 
in the 1980s focused on the right that “all people and communities are 
entitled to equal protection of environmental and public health laws and 
UHJXODWLRQV´� �%UXOOH� DQG� 3HOORZ� ������� 7KH� ¿JKW� IRU� HQYLURQPHQWDO� MXV-
tice is just as prevalent today in 2021, especially in the city of Chicago. 
The main driver of environmental injustice is capitalism and the demand 
for capital accumulation, ultimately at the expense of poor and minority 
groups. Treadmill of production theory provides insight of why this occurs 
DQG�KRZ�LW�EHQH¿WV� WKRVH�ZKR�KROG�D�SRVLWLRQ�RI�SRZHU��7KH�WUHDGPLOO�RI�
production is sociological theory that highlights how economic growth and 
the drive for capital accumulation force businesses to seek out innovative 
ways to increase capital while decreasing the cost of production. This de-
mand is reliant on the extraction of natural resources and production of 
pollution harming the environment. David Pellow, Director of the Global 
Environmental Justice Project, has done extensive research on the so-
ciological drivers of environmental injustice in Chicago. He developed an 
intersectional approach to environmental justice while highlighting the 
role of stakeholders’ position of power (Pellow 2000). Pellow explains the 
power dynamic between multiple stakeholders and uneven distribution of 
resources which keep poor and minority groups at a disadvantage. Those 
LQ�SRZHU�RI� WKH� LQGXVWU\�RU�VWDWH�GULYH� WKH�GHPDQG� IRU�JRRGV�ZKLOH�¿QG-
LQJ�ZD\V�WR�FXW�FRVW� IRU�SURGXFWLRQ�RU� WDUJHWLQJ�VSHFL¿F�JURXSV�WKDW� WKH\�
know they can take advantage of and exploit. This forces marginalized 
groups to be stuck on the treadmill that allows the capital accumulation 
for those in power. Meanwhile, laborers are underpaid and working in un-
safe hazardous conditions. This theory will provide a framework throughout 
my essay in the ways in which the cost of hazardous production is exter-
nalized onto minority communities. Like I mentioned previously, the sys-
tematic structure of exclusionary zoning practices segregated Black and 
Hispanic communities into the South and West areas of the city. This is 
where the preponderance of factories, coal plants, steel production plants, 
and other industrialized facilities are located. These systematic struc-
tures will be applied to two case studies presented over the last 40 years.
In 1995, after push from the state to increase the recycling rate in Chica-
go, Waste Management Inc. created a recycling program known as the 
“Blue Bag” (Pellow 2000). Chicago Recycling Coalition and Citizens for 
a Better Environment were two environmental organizations that pushed 
for improvement in recycling in the city of Chicago, which ultimately led 
to the state law that required an increase of recycling to 15% in 1994, 
and 25% in 1996 (Pellow 2000). Additionally, during this time the U.S. 
Supreme Court was investigating to see if Chicago’s incinerator ash 
was compliant with the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, in 
which they found Chicago was violating this law and was not properly 
disposing the hazardous waste (Pellow 2000). The ash from the inciner-
DWRU� LQ�1RUWKZHVW�&KLFDJR�ZDV� EHLQJ� EXULHG� LQ� WKH� VXUURXQGLQJ� ODQG¿OOV�
which directly violated these laws since toxic compounds could leach 
into the soil and water (Pellow 2000). Eventually, the incinerator closed 
and WMI, the company known for putting hazardous waste sites, land-
¿OOV�� DQG� LQFLQHUDWRUV� LQWR� SUHGRPLQDQWO\� PLQRULW\� FRPPXQLWLHV�� WRRN�
the opportunity to start a large-scale recycling program (Pellow 2000). 
The “Blue Bag” program allowed households to put their recyclable material 
in a blue bag along with their trash that would be picked up and brought to 
material recycling and recovery facilities (MRRFs) (Pellow 2000). The recy-
clable material was then hand sorted alongside household waste. The labor 
force consisted of predominately African American workers that were un-
derpaid, overworked up to 20 hours a day, and deprived of proper protection 
for handling hazardous materials (Pellow 2000). Frequently, workers were 
exposed to hypodermic needles and syringes, unregulated medical waste, 
and toxic and hazardous substances (Pellow 2000). This is not only a hu-
man health concern but also a concern for racial injustice in the community. 
The initial implementation of the Blue Bag program was backed by state of-
¿FLDOV��HQYLURQPHQWDOLVW�JURXSV��DQG�QHLJKERUKRRG�FRPPXQLWLHV�EHFDXVH�
:0,�FODLPHG� LW�ZRXOG�EHQH¿W� WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�DOO�ZKLOH�SURYLGLQJ� MREV� LQ�
low-income communities in Chicago (Pellow 2000). This case study of en-
YLURQPHQWDO� UDFLVP� LQ�&KLFDJR� LQ� WKH� ����V� H[HPSOL¿HV� WKH� WUHDGPLOO� RI�
production in society. WMI took the opportunity to expand in the market 
after the closing of their incinerator. By constructing a recycling facility, they 
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were allowed to continue to gain capital, despite the harms to the indi-
viduals running the production. Strategically placing the recycling plant in 
a predominately low-income African American community permitted WMI 
to underpay and overwork the employees without much initial backlash.  
This was a tactic frequently used by this company. The introduction of the 
recycling facility coincided with a period in which unemployment was at 
an all-time high due to job decline from large scale “deindustrialization” 
(Pellow 2000). Therefore, community organizations backed up the intro-
duction of the recycling plant because it would offer jobs to a community 
that was suffering immensely. Additionally, the environmental organization 
stakeholders supported the project because of the positive contribution 
to overall waste reduction and increase in recycling (Pellow 2000). The 
innovative initiative that WMI took used methods of “greenwashing” to 
present a project that seemed like a win-win to the other stakeholders. 
Ultimately, the “Blue Bag” project was unsustainable and put already dis-
advantaged groups at risk, leading to the work force to riot and halt pro-
duction (Pellow 2000). The workers and community presented their resis-
tance to the unequal and unjust exploitation of workers and exposures to 
toxins within the neighborhood. The protests, riots, and letters written to 
the press expressed their concern for these unsafe conditions reached the 
2FFXSDWLRQDO�6DIHW\�DQG�+HDOWK�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��26+$���ZKLFK�¿QHG�:0,�
for several labor violations (Pellow 2000). This case study provides one 
example of the environmental racism that marginalized groups in Chicago 
face. Unfortunately, this incident is not isolated but does provide a basis for 
understanding the mechanisms which continue the perpetuation of envi-
ronmental inequality. Many of the tactics used by the industry as it pertains 
to the presentation of large-scale industrial operations are still used today.
&UDZIRUG�*HQHUDWLQJ�6WDWLRQ��EXLOW� LQ�������ZDV�D�FRDO�¿UHG�SRZHU�SODQW�
in the neighborhood South Lawndale in the Southwest side of Chicago. 
Eventually, South Lawndale became Little Village, a predominately Latinx 
community. Before the formation of Little Village, South Lawndale con-
sisted of predominately Czech and Eastern European immigrants. In the 
1970s white immigrants moved from the city into the surrounding wealthier 
neighborhoods leaving non-white minority groups to concentrate in areas 
of high demand for toxic industrial development (Isaacs 2020). Mexican 
LPPLJUDQWV�PRYHG� LQWR� WKH� 6RXWK� /DZQGDOH� DUHD� EHFDXVH� RI� UHFODVVL¿-
cation zoning from the University of Illinois campus, which ultimately dis-
placed this population into Pilsen (Issacs 2020). The coal plants located 
in predominately Lantinx communities were known for extensive environ-
mental pollution affecting the overall health of the surrounding community.
The Crawford Coal plant in Little Village and Fisk coal plant in Pilsen were 
known for their excessive smokestacks which billowed smoke clouds into 
the air, covering the community in soot and ash. In 2001, the NAACP 
scored Crawford coal plant as the worst offender of environmental jus-
tice (Isaacs 2020). The surrounding communities’ concerns of exposure 
IURP�WKH�FRDO�SODQW�ZHUH�MXVWL¿DEOH�VLQFH�HPLVVLRQV�IURP�WKLV�VLWH�LQFOXGHG��
“3 million tons of carbon dioxide, 9,000 tons of sulfur dioxide, 2,500 tons 
of nitrogen oxides, and 145 pounds of mercury [a year]” (Isaacs 2020). 
As a result of toxic exposure to the surrounding community, a study in 
2001 from Harvard School of Public Health states that Crawford was re-
sponsible for “41 deaths, 550 emergency room visits, and 2,800 asthma 
attacks per year” (Isaacs 2020). In 2012, the Crawford coal plant, owned 
by Midwest Generation, closed because they did not want to upgrade 
their equipment to the up-to-date standards proposed by the Clean Air 
Act. Prior to their closure they were using outdated equipment from pre-in-
dustrial regulations (Isaacs 2020). After the coal plant closed, a vacant 
lot was available for purchase, so one environmentally hazardous site 
was replaced for another thus exacerbating the already high air pollution. 
In 2017, NRG hired Hilco Redevelopment Partners to purchase the land 
that the Crawford plant was on in order to start a development known 
as Exchange 55. Exchange 55 is an e-commerce shipping warehouse 
for Target, home to 176 diesel trucks (Isaacs 2020). Hilco’s Exchange 
55 website claims to be “eco-friendly” by planting trees on site, add-
LQJ� VRODU� SDQHOV� RQ� WKH� URRIWRSV�� DOO�ZKLOH� EHQH¿WWLQJ� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� E\�
providing 1,000+ local jobs to support economic growth in Little Village 
(Exchange 55 2020). Again, companies are “greenwashing” their mis-
VLRQ�DQG�JRDOV� E\� IRFXVLQJ�RQ�HFRORJLFDO� EHQH¿WV� WR� D� FRPPXQLW\�ZLWK-
out addressing underlying air pollution concerns from their facility. Placing 
emphasis on job creation and eco-friendly missions allows industries to 
manipulate stakeholders, investors, and the state to back projects that 
are ultimately not environmentally conscious. By emphasizing social and 
ecological contributions, companies can bypass the disproportionate 

risk they are exposing the community to when presenting their projects. 
On April 11, 2020, Hilco began the demolition of the Crawford Coal plant, 
and gave last minute notice to the surrounding community. Improper proto-
col was used during the demolition project resulting in a large plume of dust 
covering Little Village. The dust was likely to contain hazardous waste from 
the plant including lead and asbestos. This toxic dust plume coincided with 
the beginning of the COVID-19 Pandemic, a virus that targets the respira-
tory and immune system. Chicago’s Department of Public Health report of 
City of Chicago’s Air Quality and Health Report already listed the Southwest 
area of Chicago as highly vulnerable to the effects of air pollution, listing 
them as one of the most polluted areas of the city (CDPH 2020). Health as-
sociated risk for these areas include but are not limited to asthma, COPD, 
lead poisoning, coronary heart disease, low birth weight, and cancer risk 
(CDPH 2020). Within hours after the demolition project, Fernando Cantú, 
a 78-year-old man who lived in Little Village blocks away from the implo-
sion site, died. Cantú had asthma and COPD, putting him at higher risk of 
the negative health implications because of the toxic dust that covered his 
neighborhood (Camarillo 2021). Environmental justice advocates fear that 
the policies, laws, and regulation in place to protect minority groups from 
pollution are not enough (Cherone 2021). Mayor Lori Lightfoot’s response 
to the botched demolition requires more extensive permits and regulation 
for future demolition projects using implosion, including a city environmental 
inspector coming to certify that hazardous residue is not present prior to the 
GHPROLWLRQ��&KHURQH��������+LOFR�ZDV�¿QHG���������IRU����FLWDWLRQV�DQG�LV�
SD\LQJ����������WR�VHWWOH�D�ODZVXLW�IRU�WKHLU�IDLOXUH�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
members in Little Village (Cherone 2020). The e-commerce facility is not 
currently operating, and concern for environmental justice is at the forefront 
of the Little Village community as production will shortly begin. The Little 
Village Environmental Justice Organization (LVEJO) is working with the 
community to address the environmental issues that their neighborhood 
faces, while advocating for legislative policies that protect their community.  
The closure of high polluter coal plants throughout Black and Hispanic 
communities improves and minimizes the exposure to toxic and hazardous 
wastes and pollution. With the loss of industrialized manufacturing sites, 
vacant land is often bought by other industries to produce facilities like the 
Crawford and Fisk sites. Deciding vacant land use also has the potential 
WR�SXW� WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DW� ULVN� IRU�JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�GLVSODFHPHQW��/RZ�LQ-
come communities are less likely to have private developer’s purchase 
of land and use for the community due to lack of public or governmental 
investment (Maantay and Maroko 2018). Rather, larger companies come 
in and will buy the vacant land and convert it into to higher-end commercial 
RU�UHVLGHQWLDO�SURSHUW\��*HQWUL¿FDWLRQ�WKURXJK�LPSURYLQJ�KRXVLQJ��EULQJLQJ�
in new business, and renovating in low-income communities can displace 
PLQRULW\�FRPPXQLWLHV�DV�DIÀXHQW�ZKLWH�LQGLYLGXDOV�EHJLQ�WR�PRYH�LQWR�WKH�
previously vacant areas (Maantay and Maroko 2018). Additionally, a new 
problem emerges as environmental organizations push for increase in 
urban green spaces in low-income communities and begin cleaning up 
WKH�FRPPXQLWLHV��8UEDQ�JUHHQ�VSDFHV�KDYH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SRVLWLYH�LPSDFW�RQ�
the community’s health and overall well-being (Kern and Kovesi 2018). 
A possible risk hindering the development of these neighborhoods is en-
YLURQPHQWDO� JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ��(QYLURQPHQWDO� JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ� UHIHUV� WR� WKH� SUR-
cess of improving the environment of a community and “greening” of a 
neighborhood, resulting in the increase of local property values and dis-
placing of the local community (Maantay and Maroko 2018). The process 
of improvement of the environment could include urban green spaces, 
community gardens, incorporating innovative green infrastructure, and 
FOHDQLQJ�XS�ORFDO�SROOXWLRQ��DOO�RI�ZKLFK�WHQG�WR�DWWUDFW�DIÀXHQW�UHVLGHQWV�WR�
neighborhoods that were previously undesired. It is necessary to provide 
the community with resources that many surrounding neighborhoods have 
already has access to, but this also can contribute to risk of displacement.
 Low-income communities face challenges with food insecurity, pollution 
from transportation, inability to access nature, and lack of communal 
spaces (Kern and Kovesi 2018). Equality in the community means that 
DFFHVVLELOLW\� LVVXHV�PXVW�EH�DGGUHVVHG��<HW�� WKHUH� LV�D�¿QH� OLQH�EHWZHHQ�
addressing the environmental hazardous risk to the community and risk-
ing displacement into overcrowded neighborhoods with worsened envi-
ronmental conditions (Maantay et al. 2018). Often environmental groups, 
predominately wealthy and white, will come into low-income minority 
communities and contribute to the “greening” of communities. Commu-
QLW\� HQJDJHPHQW� LV� HVVHQWLDO� WR� DYRLG� HQYLURQPHQWDO� JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ�ZKLOH�
also addressing environmental equality. Improving access to jobs and the 
conditions of the workplace in the manufacturing facilities located in the 
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community can help mitigate these issues. Additionally, city investment in 
green transportation reduces air pollution for those in the community using 
SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�WR�DQG�IURP�WKHLU�HPSOR\PHQW��7KHUH�LV�VXI¿FLHQW�HY-
idence of environmental injustice targeting low-income and minority com-
munities that should be addressed in legislative policy to protect these vul-
QHUDEOH�SRSXODWLRQV�DQG�GLPLQLVK�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�]RQLQJ�DQG�JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ�
Environmental racism is still pervasive in low-income and minority com-
PXQLWLHV� WKURXJKRXW�&KLFDJR��$V� ORFDO�HQYLURQPHQWDO� MXVWLFH�JURXSV�¿JKW�
for change in legislative policy, the continuation of industrial manufacturers 
¿OO�WKH�JDSV�LQ�WKH�HFRQRPLF�VHFWRU�LQ�6RXWK�DQG�:HVW�QHLJKERUKRRGV�RI�
Chicago. Black and Latinx communities disproportionately bear the burden 
of environment risk and hazards associated with air, water, and land pol-
lution. Health concerns associated with environmental pollution in an area 
with limitations in access to appropriate resource provides an exempla-
ry struggle for environmental justice. The mechanisms for this cycle have 
been presented by the historical roots of segregated neighborhoods and 
exclusionary zoning while large industrial companies drive the treadmill of 
production. Workers are exploited because of their immigrant status and 
relatively low position of power and are subsequently forced to work in 
unsafe conditions with hazardous materials. Stakeholders that support the 
manufacturing and industrial facilities are being coerced through methods 
to create an idealized vision of what the company’s goal and missions are 
by using eco-friendly language and persuading others with the potential 
to provide jobs to support the community. Meanwhile, the efforts of en-
vironmental protection within the community and improvement of pollu-
tion and quality of life can put the communities at risk for displacement 
GXH�WR�HQYLURQPHQWDO�JHQWUL¿FDWLRQ��(QYLURQPHQWDO�UDFLVP�LV�PXOWLIDFHWHG�
and complex in the systematic mechanisms that contribute to inequal-
LW\� DQG� WKH� GLI¿FXOWLHV� RI� LPSOHPHQWLQJ� LPSURYHPHQWV� WR� HQG� WKH� F\FOH�
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Figure 2. Map of Exposure to Environmental Risks and 
Hazards in Chicago by Neighborhood. (Lam 2018)


