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Good morning, afternoon, or evening to you in what I hope are physically distanced environments. I 
prefer this term – physically distanced – as it better describes how many are remaining socially 
connected, while physically apart.  

I am grateful for the opportunity to stay engaged in this important message of sustainability and want to 
thank Eric Hemphill and Allie Williams for this alternative delivery method. I know they put a lot of hard 
work into organizing what was supposed to be an in-person meeting of the minds and have no doubt 
that the next time we can safely interact in such a way, it will be an excellent event.  

So, I’m a disaster researcher. Weirdly or, perhaps, fatedly, I was asked to speak at this event before the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and not because of it. I feel that the work many in my discipline do has 
become more popular in conversations happening around the country. In almost every Zoom meeting 
I’ve had since I began working remotely, someone has said, “Well, Alyssa, I guess you’re an expert in this 
kind of thing.” And my response has been, “Even the experts are re-thinking all that they knew.” This is 
an unprecedented event in modern times and historical examples haven’t provided much guidance as 
we have never lived in a more globally connected environment. In this case, that is both good and bad. 
All disasters – whether they are the result of extreme weather like hurricanes, man-made like explosions 
or oil spills, or public health pandemics – affect people, communities, and nations in ways that are both 
wildly different and strangely similar. The situation may differ in scale (small or large), onset (fast like a 
tornado or slow like climate change), and impact (human loss, infrastructure loss, economic loss), yet 
there are constants.  

For example, we know that: 

1. Mitigation and preparedness always reduce impacts. This is why planning and 
anticipating needed resources in advance is essential. 

2. Pre-existing social conditions remain or are exacerbated by the event. Poverty, 
exclusion, and marginalization will make disaster impacts worse, while pre-existing 
social ties and access to resources will influence disaster outcomes positively.  

3. Capital (financial, built, natural, cultural, political, human, and social) can positively or 
negatively affect how well communities respond and recover. 

My work has mainly focused on how minority groups are affected disparately by disaster events and 
how the representation of these groups in governments, non-profits, private-sector, and other 
important decision-making roles can improve outcomes. I use minority groups liberally here – sure, we 
can look at race/ethnic minority groups, but the role of gender, disability, socioeconomic status, age, 
incarceration, homelessness, and other identities each provide a different lens to peer through. In 
research, these groups are often referred to as vulnerable, populations-at-risk, or disenfranchised. I find 



these terms to be reductionist and they do not accurately describe the agency and influence that many 
of the groups have, albeit outside of traditional power systems and structure.  

It was through this work on disparate impacts that I became acquainted with the environmental justice 
movement. This term, “environmental justice”, can be traced to the 1980s when black activists fought 
against the placement of illegal, toxic landfills in minority communities. Yet, many have suggested that 
its principles were used long before this, such as in the 1960s during the farmworkers’ strikes led by 
Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta, or even centuries before that, when tribal nations began their fight 
against colonization and commodification of natural resources. Historically, those who have been most 
impacted by the exploitation, overuse, and abuse of the land have been the ones advocating for its 
preservation. Now, activists and scholars contend that the environment extends from the land to the 
built environment – those places where we live, work, and play.  

When the traditional environmentalist effort, so-called environmentalism, became popular in the early 
20th century its focus was on wilderness and wildlife protection. This effort was inherently white, male, 
and elitist. It failed to address or be inclusive of the work that indigenous communities had been doing 
for generations – and only sought to undo the devastating environmental practices that settler-
colonialists brought with them. It also did so under the auspices of “enjoying and communing with 
nature” – a selfish act that did not recognize the importance of land for nourishment, livelihood, and 
cultural practices, but instead something to be used for sport and pleasure. In the introduction to his 
book, Eco-man: New Perspectives on Masculinity and Nature, Mark Allister writes, “Because nineteenth-
century commentators on American culture, from Alexis de Tocqueville to Frederick Jackson Turner, 
used the wilderness as a way to claim uniqueness for the United States, they claimed that uniqueness in 
American character came from men’s experience in nature. A dominant model of American manhood 
was created, and many famous American men, from presidents Andrew Jackson and Theodore 
Roosevelt to folk heroes Davy Crockett and Will Steger, exemplified that model, gaining their 
reputations at least in part through exploits in the wild.”  

Additionally, mainstream environmentalist goals and means have differed from environmental justice 
advocacy in substantive ways. The goals of mainstream environmental groups have focused on the 
natural environment, while EJ activists have focused on quality-of-life issues, such as adequate housing, 
safe working environments, and green space in urban areas. The work of mainstream environmental 
group action is largely through policy change and litigation, while EJ activists primarily use grassroots 
organizing, protests, and civil disobedience to achieve their ends. In recent decades and years, many 
have called for these organizations to work together and to join forces. However, at times the goals of 
each group are not only dissimilar but also at odds. For example, fights around decisions to place 
garbage dumps, toxic waste sites, incinerators, and power plants in neighborhoods ultimately resulted in 
them being placed where disproportionately poor and non-white people lived, a phenomenon scholars 
have deemed PIMBY – place in minorities’ backyards, a play on NIMBY – not in my backyard. Essentially, 
“I don’t want these facilities in my neighborhood and I don’t care or am indifferent that the result is 
placing it elsewhere, likely places where financial and political capital are low.”  

However, Jedidiah Britton-Purdy writes in his Atlantic article, “Environmentalism Was Once a Social-
Justice Movement,” “For decades, environmentalism and what we now call environmental justice were 
deeply intertwined. Care for the earth and for vulnerable human communities belonged together. 
Empowering workers, protecting public health, and preserving landscapes were part of a single effort.” 



While I don’t necessarily agree that the goals and means of mainstream environmentalism and 
environmental justice advocates could ever again be a part of a single effort, I do believe that we NEED 
each other to face current and future threats. 

The Trump administration’s actions have negatively impacted the natural environment, air quality, 
climate change adaptations, public health, workers’ rights, and reproductive rights amongst others. All 
of these are not only environmental concerns but also social justice issues. Consider this… studies have 
shown that black and Latinx children are more likely to develop asthma than their white peers, as are 
poor children, with research suggesting that higher levels of smog and air pollution in communities of 
color being a factor. A 2014 study found that people of color live in communities that have more 
nitrogen dioxide, a pollutant that exacerbates asthma. 

The EPA’s research further supports this. In 2016, a paper from the EPA’s National Center for 
Environmental Assessment found that when it comes to air pollutants that contribute to issues like 
heart and lung disease, black people are exposed to 1.5 times more of the pollutant than white people, 
while Latinx people were exposed to about 1.2 times the amount of whites. People in poverty had 1.3 
times the exposure of those not in poverty. 

This has profound implications even in the best of times. And, this is not the best of times. COVID-19 is a 
virus that causes fever, cough, and respiratory distress. For those with underlying chronic respiratory 
illnesses, and other complicating factors like heart disease and diabetes, it can be fatal. Additionally, a 
disproportionate number of jobs held by black and Latino workers cannot be done remotely – service, 
janitorial, construction, and informal jobs in homes like care work and housekeeping. So, those who 
have not lost their jobs already are putting themselves and their families at risk daily. These 
compounding factors suggest that black and brown communities in the United States will likely bear the 
brunt of the novel coronavirus. As reporter Christopher Hayes writes, “In a vacuum, the coronavirus 
shows no prejudice. But in a society that race, class, and gender have helped to shape, the suffering is 
not evenly distributed. When the COVID-19 pandemic has ended in this country, we will see an unequal 
distribution of infections and deaths along the intersecting lines of race and class.” 

But, those with privilege CAN and are actively supporting environmental justice movements. How? First, 
I’ll outline three suggestions that Dr. Purdy-Britton writes of, then I’ll add two of my own. 

• First, environmental activists and progressive state and local governments can press for equal 
enforcement of environmental laws like the Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act in ways that are 
consistent with the broadly egalitarian vision that informed their creation.  

• Second, activists and administrators should also look for problems of inequality that are not 
conventionally treated as environmental. Consider the way that that the Farm Bill, which is 
currently pumping more than 65 billion dollars in subsidies into the farm economy over five 
years, makes calories from corn syrup and soybean oil relatively cheap and healthy calories 
more expensive. 

• Third, activists and scholars should also look at cases where environmental policy is making 
explicitly distributional decisions and ask what standards of justice and political accountability 
should guide those. California’s recent climate-change legislation produces a large pool of 
revenue that is meant to be spent in ways that address communities’ environmental challenges. 
Who will decide what that means, and what will the criteria be? Will one goal be to go beyond 



preventing new pollution and climate-change hazards, to address different places’ and 
communities’ different baseline levels of contamination and vulnerability, to remediate their 
inherited inequality? 

And I’ll add two of my own: 

• Fourth, recognize the inherent differences in your goals and the goals of others. How will 
achieving your means marginalize others? For example, how will reducing large-scale 
manufacturing impact those who rely on those jobs for income? How will improving building 
codes and standards impact the cost of housing? How does pushing for plastic straw bans 
impact those who require them?  

• Fifth, listen to those who live in affected communities as experts. They are living the impacts 
and you may not be. How can you help them support their ends without imposing your agenda? 

I would like to finish by talking about three traits I believe we need to develop in ourselves to be ethical, 
responsible sustainability leaders during this uncertain time. I am certain these traits will prove essential 
as we confront climate change, the rising number of disaster events each year, a global pandemic, 
potentially unsafe working conditions, and many other challenges.  

The first trait is Daring. We need to dare to defy convention. We need to dare to overcome the status 
quo. We need to dare to return to indigenous knowledge rather than rely on technology to solve all of 
our problems. We need to dare to refuse uninformed opinions as facts. And we need to dare to put the 
well-being of others before our self-interests.  

The second trait is Courage. We need courage to defy bullies. We need courage to stand up to those 
who put profit over people. We need courage to speak up for those who have been silenced. And we 
need courage to confront our friends as we confront our enemies.  

The last, and what I think is the most important trait is Humility. We need humility to listen to the 
experience of others. We need humility to remind us that we can only control what we can control. And 
we need humility to put ego aside as we work together toward solutions.  

I hope that you all are taking care of yourselves, your families, and your communities in safe, healthy 
ways. Thank you very much and I hope to see all of your beautiful faces in person next year.  


