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Introduction 
 
For years, the environment has been thought of in terms of the natural 
world. The environment has been kept separate from social studies 
and explored as a natural science. While it is true that the 
environment is all around us and does include the natural world, the 
unnatural world like houses, landfills, and garbage are a part of the 
environment as well. Humans impact the human-made world just as 
much as the natural world. Some individuals and communities have 
better access to a good environment while others do not. This was 
finally broken down and explained by the concept of environmental 
justice and the movement built from it. 
 This paper will provide an overview of environmental 
inequality formation and how the Environmental Justice Movement 
rose to combat environmental inequalities. Then I will explain how 
Omaha is a city not immune to environmental inequalities, who is 
doing work to rectify these inequalities, and what Omaha’s 
Environmental Justice Movement network looks like. 
 
Methods 
 
 For this paper, I performed a literature review on research 
regarding environmental injustice formation and the Environmental 
Justice Movement. Environmental inequality formation created the 
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foundation of why the Environmental Justice Movement was 
necessary. Studies on the movement itself are important for this paper 
because they add context to Omaha's Environmental Justice 
Movement network. To understand Omaha’s environmental justice 
history, I conducted archival research of Omaha World-Herald and 
Omaha Star newspapers. I searched for the term “environmental 
justice” in both newspapers to find out when and how environmental 
justice was discussed. The last part of my research was interviewing 
different organizations that I believed could be doing environmental 
justice work. The organization did not have to be exclusively an 
environmental organization. 
 
Environmental Inequality Formation 
 
 Environmental inequality formation begins with racial 
formation that is historically specific to the United States. Other 
countries have a more class-based inequality formation but the way 
the United States developed, it created a system in which racial 
minorities would be in a lower socioeconomic class. This was not only 
developed through discriminatory laws and policies but also from the 
social ideologies that non-African Americans placed upon their 
African-American counterparts. Due to this act, it kept many African-
Americans in poor conditions in their homes, in the workplace, and in 
the educational sector. This creates double jeopardy for racial 
minorities who are also poor. Double jeopardy means to have low 
status on two different dimensions of stratification. Class is still 
important, but race is the stronger coefficient in quantitative work 
regarding environmental inequalities. 
 A race is a group of people treated as distinct because of 
physical characteristics to which social importance has been assigned.1 
This is important to remember when looking at environmental 
inequalities because these physical characteristics are influencing 
factors on where to place environmental hazards. “Race is indeed a 
pre-eminently socio-historical concept. Racial categories and the 
meaning of race are given concrete expression by the specific social 
relations and historical context in which they are embedded… We 

 
1 Howard Winant, "Race and Race Theory," Annual Review of Sociology 
26, no. 1 (2000): , doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.169. 
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utilize race to provide clues about who a person is”.2 The meaning of 
race and racial categories in relation to environmental inequality 
formation is that Black, Latino, and Native American populations are 
not perceived as groups that have high socioeconomic class. As a 
result, they do not have the political or social power to fight back 
against the systems that are built against them. This is where 
institutional racism comes into play. David Pellow states that it is not 
just about the outcome of the corporate decisions but the process. The 
picking and choosing of location, type, and level of emissions, 
stakeholders, etc. all are a part of the process which perpetuates the 
discrimination. Even if corporations are not outwardly saying they 
want to put waste facilities in black neighborhoods, the process in 
deciding where they will be placed is inherently racist and 
discriminatory.3 This is because these corporations are not building 
with people in mind but money in mind. 
 From a legal perspective, institutions are able to do this 
because it is very difficult to prove discriminatory intent. In the 
Supreme Court case of Alexander v. Sandoval, the Supreme Court 
ruled that individuals cannot bring a private cause of action to enforce 
disparate-impact.4 Individuals can only sue based on intentional 
discrimination. If the corporations that are placing these 
environmental hazards in black and brown neighborhoods without 
saying they are placing them with discriminatory intent, then the 
corporation is not doing anything illegal. They are, however, 
providing discriminatory impact that victimize many black, brown, 
and poor neighborhoods. This is due to the lack of environmental 
hazards in wealthy, white neighborhoods. Many corporations know 
that the people in the wealthy, white neighborhoods have political 
opportunities that black and brown neighborhoods do not. They are 
more likely to fight back and win. These distinctions are even 
apparent in the same county. This is seen in Kettleman City county in 

 
2 Charles V. Hamilton, Michael Omi, and Howard Winant, "Racial 
Formation in the United States from the 1960s to the 1980s.," Political 
Science Quarterly 103, no. 1 (1988): , DOI:10.2307/2151151.. 
3 Christopher Mele, "‘Using’ Race in the Politics of Siting 
Environmentally Hazardous Facilities," Environmental Sociology 2, no. 
2 (2016): , DOI:10.1080/23251042.2016.1163962. 
4 532 U.S. Alexander v. Sandoval (2001). 
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California.5 The county itself has a large Latino population and they 
are the ones who received the waste facilities in their part of town. 
The other part of the county that did not receive a waste facility, is 
predominately white and wealthy. The city received some percentage 
of the income the corporation makes and the city put that money 
towards the already wealthy and white part of the county. Kettleman 
City is not unique. This happens all over the country. 
 Capitalism, racism, and class privilege are all intermixed 
when looking at how environmental racism is established within a 
community.6 The key institutions that perpetuate institutional racism 
within these communities are city councils that welcome corporations 
to build hazardous facilities. This is the work of capitalism and class 
privilege. City council members have a more important social status 
than the minority people of the communities. They are choosing 
capitalism over their citizens. Relating back to the Kettleman City 
County case, we can see that the county is taking preference of 
making a profit over its citizens’ health and well-being. 
 In order to measure and evaluate environmental inequalities, 
there has to be an assessment of the current community, the hazard, 
and history of the community. For situations such as this, a valid 
question is asked: what came first? The people or the hazard? This is 
why the history of the community is important. In the 1950s, 
suburban neighborhoods became the ideal home for white families. 
Suburbs were developing all over the country. White families fled 
from their urban environments— white flight and took off into a new 
area where they could be surrounded by people just like them; in 
racial and class categories alike. Their old homes were left empty and 
property values went down, which caused the homes to be the 
cheapest on the market. Racial minorities, who are disproportionately 
affected by low income, bought these homes as they were the ones 
that they could afford and were allowed to buy, due to housing 

 
5 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, "We Speak For Ourselves," in 
From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the 
Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New York Univ. Press, 
2001) 1-9. 
6 Bob Bolin, Sara Grineski, and Timothy Collins, "The Geography of 
Despair Environmental Racism and the Making of South Phoenix, 
Arizona," Human Ecology Review 12, no. 2. 
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segregation or redlining. Based on this small snippet of history alone, 
it is clear that the people came first. When did the hazardous facilities 
come in? Paul Mohai conducted many studies and found that the 
demographic shifts are what caused environmentally hazardous 
facilities to be moved into minority neighborhoods. These shifts are 
what attracted corporations onto the land.7 As aforementioned, 
political clout is very important when placing these facilities. 
Corporations are strategically setting up sites that will not easily be 
removed. 
 Even though class is a factor in environmental inequality 
formation, race is the larger coefficient in quantitative studies and 
movement strategies. The United States has more legal processes in 
place that are supposed to protect racial minorities from 
discrimination compared to class. For example, affirmative action 
based on race includes no discriminatory practices in housing. If 
corporations have racist intent with building their hazardous facilities, 
racial minorities would be legally protected and supported. There are 
many other protections for racial minorities in the legal world. Class 
does have its own foundation in the movement. It does not have a 
strong presence in legal protections like race does. Due to this, the 
Environmental Justice Movement was able to set its own foundation 
using the concept of race. 
 
Environmental Justice Movement 
 
 Environmental inequalities were a form of discrimination that 
people recognized were happening in their communities. 
Environmental justice “embraces the principle that all people and 
communities have a right to equal protection and equal enforcement 
of environmental laws and regulations”.8 The Environmental Justice 
Movement stemmed from the Civil Rights movement. While it is 

 
7 Paul Mohai and Robin Saha, "Which Came First, People or 
Pollution? Assessing the Disparate Siting and Post-siting 
Demographic Change Hypotheses of Environmental Injustice," 
Environmental Research Letters 10, no. 11 (2015): , DOI:10.1088/1748-
9326/10/11/115008. 
8 Robert Bullard, "About Environmental Justice," 
https://drrobertbullard.com. 
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difficult to place one act as the beginning of the Environmental Justice 
Movement, many environmental sociologists argue that the 
movement began in 1987 with the United Church of Christ’s study 
titled Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States: A National Report on the 
Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Communities With Hazardous 
Wastes Sites. This study allowed people to focus on racial and class 
aspects of environmental inequalities. The study also sent out a call to 
action to the federal and state governments and municipalities to start 
mitigating the wrongs of environmental hazards. The Environmental 
Justice Movement is different from any other environmental 
movement. The framing of this issue aligned multiple groups together 
that would never cross paths otherwise. Reaching across cultural lines 
meant more support in the network that the Environmental Justice 
Movement was building.9 The Environmental Justice Movement was 
framed in a way so the people who are the most affected are the 
people who are making the solutions to combat environmental 
injustices. The Environmental Justice Movement, however, included 
African Americans, Latino Americans, Native Americans, labor 
unions, low-income communities, and academia.10 To have this many 
cohorts working together for a cause was a rarity in social 
movements. The three racial minorities that are listed are the ones 
most affected by environmental inequalities. African Americans and 
Latino Americans’ neighborhoods have been disproportionately 
affected by site placement of toxic waste facilities, landfills, and waste 
incinerators.11  
 Native Americans and other indigenous peoples have 
suffered plenty of pollution due to the dumping and contamination 
that occurs away from and in their lands. Mining has damaged their 
water supply and their air quality. Federal and state governments 
ignored the traditional lifestyles of native and indigenous people. For 
centuries, the government has undermined the efficiency and 

 
9 Dorceta E. Taylor, "The Rise of the Environmental Justice Paradigm," 
American Behavioral Scientist 43, no. 4 (January 2000) 508-580. 
10 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, "A History of the Environmental 
Justice Movement," in From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and 
the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New York 
Univ. Press, 2001) 19-33. 
11 Ibid. 
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legitimacy of how they live. The federal government has been 
wanting to give trust responsibility to tribes and reservations.12 This 
would leave the federal government without any responsibility for 
what happens to tribal lands. Because of this ideology, this has left 
many tribes without the resources and necessities that they require to 
continue their original ways of life. 
 
Resource Mobilization and Networking 
 
 Due to its unique framing and member-base, the 
Environmental Justice Movement had to utilize their communities 
and personal connections to build their networks. Networking is a 
strategy that has evolved in opposition to perceived problems with 
centralized organizations and out of the inherent diversity of the 
movement.13 The Environmental Justice Movement networked based 
on personal ties and key institutions. The most successful social 
networks are formed through interpersonal connections rather than 
organizational connections. Relying on money and political clout, like 
other environmental movements, was not feasible for the 
Environmental Justice Movement as this relates back to 
environmental inequality formation. Members of the movement 
networked and mobilized by going to community gatherings and 
churches. Racial minorities, especially African Americans, have a 
strong community tie to their churches. This allowed for the message 
of the Environmental Justice Movement to be spread at a central 
location. This connected people with a two-mode network, thus 
making the network stronger. Another important institution for 
networking was academia. Academia allowed for the message and 
mission of the Environmental Justice Movement to reach populations 
that are not necessarily affected by environmental inequalities but do 
have the social and political power to get people to focus on the 

 
12 Weaver, Jace. "Triangulated Power and the Environment: Tribes, the 
Federal Government, and the State." In Defending Mother Earth: Native 
American Perspectives on Environmental Justice, 107-21. 
13 David Schlosberg, "Networks and Mobile Arrangements: 
Organizational Innovation in the US Environmental Justice 
Movement," Environmental Politics 8, no. 1 (1999): 
,DOI:10.1080/09644019908414441. 
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movement.14 The result of networking and mobilization were 
grassroots organizations that would begin working on environmental 
justice. 
 When at these community gatherings and church services, 
members of the movement strategized and provided different ways to 
act collectively and productively on solutions. It is fundamental for 
the network to have political opportunities. Networks need to have a 
way to participate in political action. If the network does not have 
that, the network will fall apart. It also causes the framing, 
networking and mobilizing be for nothing.15 If social movements 
provide the basic infrastructure for civil society, then greater 
centrality may promote a more favorable attitude towards 
collaboration. The centrality of a movement is crucial for its success.16 
This means that the central people of the movement can expand their 
network to those who are not so central to the movement, such as 
government officials, political leaders, corporations, and traditional 
environmentalists.  
 Mobilization occurs for many reasons. One of the biggest 
predictors for mobilization in the Environmental Justice Movement is 
collective attachment. When an environmental hazard is introduced 
into a neighborhood or community, a plethora of emotions come from 
residents and they prepare to take action. People mobilize through 
individual and collective identities. Resulting in the creation of urban 
green spaces (city parks) which are being upheld by citizens. 
Attachment should be expanded to the nonhuman world as well. It is 
a good predictor of whether or not people will flee or try to fix what is 

 
14 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, “The Political Economy of 
Environmental Racism" in From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism 
and the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New 
York Univ. Press, 2001) 34-53. 
15 Florence Passy, “Social Networks Matter but How?” in Social 
Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective Action 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
16 Christopher Ansell, “Community Embeddedness and Collaborative 
Governance in the San Francisco Bay Area Environmental Movement” 
in Social Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to Collective 
Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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wrong there.17 Members of the Environmental Justice Movement 
made sure to stay focused on their own communities and develop 
their collective attachment. This movement has been able to transform 
an individuals’ or organizations’ way of thinking about the 
environment. It diminished the idea that environmental work had to 
be a top-down approach and is now looked at from the perspective of 
a web, by reaching out to regions, organizations, and individuals all 
over the nation. The Environmental Justice Movement gave many 
individuals the power to fight for something they never thought they 
could. Many people, when they first started out in the movement, 
thought they were dealing with a personal issue. They learned that it 
is actually a common issue.18 They were able to be empowered from 
knowing that they were not alone in the fight. Often times the people 
who thought that they were alone ended up being the leader of a 
coalition or the ones giving speeches in town halls and rallies. 
Women, especially women of color, played a special role in being 
leaders of the movement. Women are socialized to care about broader 
society and not just about immediate dangers. Women of color have 
been the ones on the front lines dealing with these injustices head-on, 
especially black women. As early as 1913, black women have been 
forming coalitions and organizations to better their communal 
environment. This is rarely shown in environmental literature. 
Reports and history show that black women did not really care about 
environmental justice until the 1980s after it was brought to the 
attention of white people.19 With newfound individual confidence, 
this motivated people to learn more about the issues they were facing. 
This, of course, grew into learning that environmental racism and 
injustices are not only in their communities but are spread across the 
country and globe. Black communities realized that they are a part of 

 
17 Julie Agyeman et al., "Trends and Directions in Environmental 
Justice: From Inequity to Everyday Life, Community, and Just 
Sustainabilities," Annual Review Environmental Resources 41 (2016). 
18 Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, “Transformative Politics" in From 
the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the Environmental 
Justice Movement (New York: New York Univ. Press, 2001) 151-165. 
19 S. Rainey and G. Johnson, "Grassroots Activism: An Exploration of 
Women of Color's Role in the Environmental Justice Movement," Race, 
Gender & Class 16, no. 3/4 154-162. 
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a much larger social issue that is built into the structure of society. 
Even isolated issues were able to grow into a larger policy change that 
does not just affect the community but the city, state or even the 
country. This self-confidence of the individual and the collective is 
crucial because without it, the movement itself would not be able to 
expand. Not much would have been accomplished if networks did 
not believe in themselves and what they were doing. 
 Even with this confidence, there were still many challenges to 
mobilization. While strategizing with organizations and governments, 
many networks within the Environmental Justice Movement were 
finding that they were having to compromise their mission in order to 
get funding. This is not inherently positive or negative. It simply 
depends on what the network wants and what they find important. In 
many federal grants, environmental justice was being framed 
completely different than the movement framed it. Environmental 
justice activists framed environmental protections as a right to be 
protected by the state and can pursue change through regulatory and 
policy protections.20 However, many of the environmental justice 
grant programs emphasize individual lifestyle change and voluntary 
agreements with industries. Environmental justice advocates are 
primarily focused on hazard reduction, but most agency grants are 
targeting environmental aspects such as adding more green spaces or 
installing solar panels; once again, focusing on individual changes. 
This caused a rift in the movement. They had to decide if they were 
going to compromise so they could get funding for something or refuse 
and start from square one.21 Many environmental justice activists and 
advocates criticize traditional and mainstream environmental 
organizations and the state because of the individual-based approach 
and the emphasis of working with industries. Harrison found that 
working with industries often resulted in advocates concluding with 
different results than their original request; one that was usually in 
favor of the industry, thus coopting.22 Negotiations such as these 

 
20 Robert Bullard, "About Environmental Justice," 
https://drrobertbullard.com. 
21 Jill Lindsey Harrison, "Coopted Environmental Justice? Activists’ 
Roles in Shaping EJ Policy Implementation," Environmental Sociology 1, 
no. 4 (2015): , doi:10.1080/23251042.2015.1084682. 
22 Ibid. 
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cause the original mission of the Environmental Justice Movement to 
get lost. 
 
Implementations of the Call to Action 
 
 In response to the call to action administered by the United 
Church of Christ, there were two momentous political actions that 
took place. In 1991, the First National People of Color Environmental 
Leadership Summit took place in Washington D.C. The summit set 
the standard of environmental justice and what that means for all. 
There were 500 people in attendance. Each minority group—African 
Americans, Latino Americans, and Native Americans was able to 
speak on their own specific issues in their national region. Another 
portion of the summit was dedicated to questioning the leadership of 
traditional environmentalist organizations such as the National 
Wildlife Federation and what role they were really playing. The 
largest result from the summit was that they need to continue to work 
together. There is strength in numbers. Each group has their own 
strategies and connections that could be beneficial to the others. This 
summit allowed the groups to not only work on their individual goals 
but work on lifting each other up the further they progressed.23  
 Three years after the summit, environmental justice made it to 
the White House. President Bill Clinton signed executive order 12898 
that stated all federal agencies must make environmental justice a part 
of their missions. They were to address disproportionately high and 
adverse human health issues and/or environmental effects in 
minority and low-income populations.24 The agencies were ordered to 
create an interagency working group. The goal of the group was to 
identify areas and coordinate research on the affected areas. The 
agencies were also ordered to promote the enforcement of health and 
environmental statutes. This section of the executive order is crucial. It 
is easy to forget that there were already laws in place to keep these 
disparities from occurring but they were not enforced. Clinton also 
made a specific section to analyze populations and communities that 
rely on fish and wildlife for survival. The purpose of this was to place 

 
23 D. Alston. "The Summit: Transforming a Movement." Race, Poverty, 
and the Environment. 
24 William Clinton, Executive Order 12898. February 16, 1994. 
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priority on indigenous communities who are perhaps the most 
disadvantaged. This executive order was never rolled back so it is still 
in effect today. However, President Bush changed the language of it 
to say focus on all people regardless of race, ethnicity, class, religion, 
etc. This, once again, was an attempt to change the framing of the 
movement. This had a negative effect on the Environmental Justice 
Movement because momentum was lost in convincing the federal 
government that this was an important issue. Some could make the 
argument that the policy was not complete erased which is true. 
However, this did mean that focusing on racial minority communities 
as a priority was lost. 
 The latest national push for environmental justice was the 
Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival in the 
summer of 2018. This campaign focused on issue areas of systemic 
racism, war economy, poverty, and ecological devastation. The 
campaign had marches and protests all over the nation to push for 
justice in these issues. The focus of environmental justice was from the 
perspective of native and indigenous communities. The group 
discussed how their lands have been destroyed, their housing is poor, 
and their water is dirty. They explained how important nature and 
environment are to their culture, economy, and survival. This 
supports the reason why President Clinton wanted to focus on 
indigenous people in his executive order. 
 
Omaha’s History and Present 
 
 Omaha was not exempt from environmental inequalities. 
Those inequalities happened all over the nation. Like many other 
major cities in the United States, Omaha has a racist housing 
background. In the 1940s, the United States federal government 
created the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC). The goal of this 
corporation was to decide what areas were worth investing in. The 
whiter the neighborhood, the better. Those areas had nicer homes, 
nicer schools, and more funding. They were marked on the map with 
an A in green and declared “best”. Areas that the city did not want 
people living in were declared as “hazardous” and marked on the 
map with a D in red, thus the term “redlining”. Redlined areas were 
the housing districts for black, Latino, and poor white people. These 
were the only areas that they were allowed to live.  
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