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▲ Figure 12J.2 Environmental Racism in Chester, Pennsylvania One example of environmental racism can be seen 
in the case of (a) Chester, Pennsylvania, located about 25 kilometers south of Philadelphia. Housing discrimination, fac-
tory closures, and white flight combined to change this once-prosperous industrial town into a predominantly poor, African 
American community. In a county where the average black population is less than 10%, Chester is 60% to 70% African 
American.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the state of Pennsylvania issued five permits for waste processing facilities in Chester. In 
total, eight waste facilities, such as the trash incinerator shown here (b), are located within a half mile of each other. Because 
the city is poor and the residents relatively poorly educated, critics argue that the community was targeted because officials 
and companies felt that there would be less resistance to the siting of hazardous waste processing plants. In total, the waste 
plants process more than 2 million tons of waste a year, thousands of times the amount of waste processed anywhere else in 
the county. At first, residents were not prone to complain because the town needed jobs, but soon health problems emerged. 
By the mid-1990s, Chester had the highest child mortality rate in the state and a high rate of some types of cancerous tumors; 
60% of children had high lead levels in their blood. Foul odors, noise, and dust were also common.

Chester residents began to fight back in the 1990s at public meetings, with protests, and in time with lawsuits. But activ-
ists found that the federal government was largely unwilling to help and that local politicians often supported the issuing of 
permits for more waste facilities. The public was required to be notified when waste facilities applied for permits, but small 
notices in newspapers are not as effective in poorer communities where literacy rates are often lower than average. In the 
late 1990s, residents were taking up legal action against the state and local companies, but these efforts have largely been 
unsuccessful, in part because of politics and the unwillingness of officials to go against businesses or powerful politicians who 
could deliver votes in a battleground state. Another problem is that many laws are very specific and do not take into account 
geographic factors. For example, each of the permits issued for waste facilities in Chester may have been legal and justified in 
terms of that one plant, but the laws and permitting processes often failed to consider that numerous other waste plants were 
already there. Because of this failure of the law, there can be a resulting geographic concentration of pollution-generating 
facilities. Today, the town continues to be a popular location for factories, and community organizers continue to fight for 
better environmental monitoring and health protections.
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