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1

Preface

A RISING TIDE LIFTS ALL BOATS?

Strategic Inadvertence and Other  
Shortcomings of the Environmental  
Justice Lens in Nova Scotia

If the problem of the twentieth century was, in W.E.B. Du Bois’s 
famous words, “the problem of the color line,” then the problem of 
the twenty-first century is the problem of colorblindness, the refusal 
to acknowledge the causes and consequences of enduring racial strati-
fication. (Murakawa 2014: 7)

As I jumped out of a taxi outside Province House in Halifax on April 29, 
2015, I noticed a journalist from a popular online news site approaching 

me with a smile on his face. He wanted to congratulate me and my team on 
our efforts to have the Environmental Racism Prevention Act (Bill 111) (Nova 
Scotia Legislature n.d.a) introduced by New Democratic Party (ndp) Member 
of the Legislative Assembly (mla) Lenore Zann in the Nova Scotia Legislature. 
I had been collaborating with Zann to develop a private member’s bill on 
environmental racism since earlier that year, and the day had finally come for 
her to introduce it. I smiled cautiously at the journalist, expressing both my 
satisfaction that the bill had reached this stage and my skepticism that it would 
eventually become legislation. After all, since a bill asking the government to 
address environmental racism had never been developed in Canada before, I 
was being careful about expecting too much, particularly given Nova Scotia’s 
complex history of racism.

It is not lost on many Canadians that Nova Scotia has had a long and rather 
unique history of racism, being perceived as rather slow to address the struc-
tural and institutional impacts of that history on Mi’kmaw and African Nova 
Scotian communities. The government’s failure to understand or acknowledge 
the complex and specific ways in which race is implicated in environmental 
policymaking is, perhaps, not surprising to many in this province. This failure 
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2 THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE WATER

was illustrated by former provincial environment minister Margaret Miller’s 
response to journalist Jacob Boon’s questions in the January 21 edition of The 
Coast (Boon 2016) about the legacy of environmental racism in Nova Scotia 
and how the province could better protect marginalized communities. In this 
article, her assertion that the province does not have to “look at any segment 
or any part of our community as different than another” is the kind of “colour-
blind” ideology that is emblematic of broader attitudes in Nova Scotia and the 
rest of Canada. This enables Nova Scotia Environment to continue averting 
its eyes from the ways in which its environmental policies disproportionately 
harm Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian communities. It also legitimizes 
practices that maintain the racial order by failing to acknowledge the structural 
manifestations of racism in Nova Scotia historically and in the present day.

I liken this lack of acknowledgement to the kind of “strategic inadvertence” 
that Professor Michael Eric Dyson accused Barack Obama of displaying 
throughout his presidency. In his book, The Black Presidency: Barack Obama 
and the Politics of Race in America (2016), Dyson argues that Obama’s public 
policy approach has reflected a kind of universalism that contends that if unem-
ployment, income insecurity, and poverty experienced by all Americans are 
addressed, those who are most affected by those social ills will benefit. As I look 
back on Obama’s presidency, it is clear to me that his public policy approach 
failed, as significant disparities between whites and African Americans in 
income, poverty, health, and other social ills persist. I agree with Dyson when 
he argues Obama’s philosophy that “a rising tide lifts all boats” was ineffective 
because it failed to help those most affected and most in need. Rather, public 
policies work best when they are strategic and directly target social ills in com-
munities that are most affected. For those who argue that environmental racism 
is an issue of class and not race, I maintain, as Dyson has done several times, 
that “race makes class hurt more” (Democracy Now 2005). In other words, for 
non-white or racialized peoples, the added burden of racism deepens existing 
inequalities and disadvantages they are already experiencing related to class, 
such as unemployment, low income, poverty, food insecurity, and residence 
in under-resourced neighbourhoods.

By and large, the environmental justice movement in Nova Scotia and 
Canada engages with a “race by proxy” approach (Dyson 2016) because it 
fails to make race explicit, obscuring it within discussions on class. This type 
of strategic inadvertence mutes the specificity of Mi’kmaw and African Nova 
Scotian experiences with racism and environmental hazards in Nova Scotia. 
If Nova Scotia Environment truly believes that all communities are deserving 
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A RISING TIDE LIFTS ALL BOATS? 3 

of equal protection from environmental hazards, it must begin to investigate 
and seriously question the ways in which environmental policies play a role in 
unequally burdening Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian communities with 
environmental and health risks. Avoiding the topic of race in environmental 
policymaking simply does not work.

This book addresses one of the many limitations of the environmental jus-
tice movement in Nova Scotia — the tendency to subsume race within class 
in discussions about where industry gets placed in the province. Therefore, in 
this book I centre race as a fundamental analytical entry point for understand-
ing the spatial patterning of industry in Indigenous and Black communities, 
while acknowledging that a sustained focus on race must be accompanied by 
an engagement with the ways in which environmental racism manifests and 
is sustained within the context of the intersecting dynamics of class, gender, 
sexual orientation, ability, and other social identities. Perhaps the inability of 
many people to acknowledge race as a defining factor in social relations and 
policymaking can be attributed to narrow conceptualizations of racism that 
focus on individual malicious acts — the acknowledgement of which requires 
“evidence” and “proof ” — rather than subtler or systemic forms of racism that 
are entrenched within institutions and decision making (Pulido 2000). For 
example, focusing on individual cases of facility siting and looking for malicious 
intent on the part of decision makers doesn’t get us very far in understanding 
the subtle racist ideologies that underpin environmental policy and other 
social structures, inevitably harming Indigenous and Black communities. 
Furthermore, since Indigenous and Black women in Canada and Nova Scotia 
experience marginalization due to race, gender, and the feminization of poverty 
(Gazso and Waldron 2009; Gazso, MacDaniel, and Waldron 2016; Waldron 
and Gazso 2018), an unwavering focus on race must be accompanied by an 
analysis that acknowledges the intersectional identities of Indigenous and racial-
ized peoples as well as how this informs the spatial location of individuals and 
communities, exposing them to varying levels of social and environmental risk.

As a professor whose scholarship has long focused on the marginalized 
intersectionality of Indigenous and Black bodies, it often frustrates me when I 
speak with individuals who are stubbornly unwilling to acknowledge the reality 
of racism in this province and country. While many of these individuals seem 
to have no problem acknowledging disproportionality with respect to class, 
income, poverty, gender (for example, the fact that women and children are 
among the poorest groups in Canada), and other social inequalities, they do not 
acknowledge how those social inequalities often create greater vulnerability in 
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4 THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE WATER

Indigenous and racialized communities. Also problematic are those individuals 
whose limited understandings of the ways in which social inequalities intersect 
cause them to attribute Indigenous and racialized peoples’ experiences solely 
to class and income.

Black feminists (Hill Collins 1990; King 1988) have long argued that race, 
gender, class, and other social identities cannot be separated because they func-
tion interdependently and accompany an individual into every interaction or 
experience. In other words, challenging monolithic conceptions of communi-
ties requires an understanding of how these multiple social identities operate 
in and through one another to produce diverse experiences. Such an analysis 
appreciates the complex relationality of these multiple identities that frame 
individuals’ social, economic, and political lives. In addition, an intersectional 
analysis requires attendance to the historical, material, and structural contexts 
and conditions within which social inequalities are produced; the meanings 
assigned to them; and the interrogation of white privilege and power and their 
accompanying ideological rationales for dominance.

While I argue that race must be a fundamental analytical entry point in the 
struggle for environmental justice in Nova Scotia and Canada, I also assert that 
one cannot fully understand how environmental racism manifests within the 
structures, policies, and practices of Nova Scotian society without an appre-
ciation for how race intersects with and interprets other social identities. As 
Sherene Razack (1998: 13) argues, the multiple identities individuals hold 
simultaneously produce hierarchies of privilege and disadvantage that impact 
social relations:

These complex operations of hierarchies of gender and race point to 
contradictions and cracks in hegemonic systems and illustrate the 
central importance of understanding how various systems interlock 
to produce specific effects.

It is also important to emphasize that our failure to consider our own 
complicity in the subordination of others is to perform what Razack (Fellows 
and Razack 1998: 336) refers to as “the race to innocence.” In other words, 
understanding where all people, and in particular Indigenous and racialized 
peoples, stand in relation to one another requires a consideration of the role 
that complicity plays in relations of power. Such an analysis makes visible how 
our lives are scripted by multiple narratives and “shifting hierarchical relations” 
in which we experience varying levels of privilege and disadvantage in our 
relationship to patriarchy, capitalism, class exploitation, and white supremacy. 
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A RISING TIDE LIFTS ALL BOATS? 5 

The meaning of race, gender, class, and other social identities only becomes 
clear when we understand the historical and site-specific ways in which they 
converge to position people in different and ever-changing positions of power, 
privilege, and disadvantage. Taking all of this into account, the main objective 
of this book is to help redefine parameters of critique around the environmental 
justice movement in Nova Scotia and Canada by opening a discursive space 
for a more critical dialogue on how environmental racism manifests within the 
context of white supremacy, settler colonialism, state-sanctioned racial and 
gendered forms of violence, patriarchy, neoliberalism, and racial capitalism. In 
so doing, I hope to address the many limitations inherent to the environmental 
justice lens in Nova Scotia and Canada — one that seems most concerned with 
such issues as conservation, wildlife protection, and sustainable development. 
While these are all important issues, work carried out in these areas by scholars, 
activists, and environmental organizations tends to be missing an expanded 
analysis of how the environment is experienced in specific ways by different 
bodies who hold varying levels of power.

The second objective of this book is to elucidate the ways in which envi-
ronmental racism operates as a form of racial and gendered violence that is 
produced and sustained by the state and that works in partnership with other 
forms of state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence to dehumanize and harm 
communities that are already dealing with pre-existing vulnerabilities. By using 
the term “state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence,” I am describing the 
systematic ways in which government and social institutions harm or otherwise 
disadvantage Indigenous and racialized communities and women, preventing 
them from meeting their basic needs and rights related to employment, income, 
justice, housing, food security, and other resources. State-sanctioned racial and 
gendered violence is subtle, invisible, and often has no specific person who can 
(or will) be held responsible, in contrast to interpersonal violence where a main 
perpetrator can be identified. For example, environmental racism is similar 
to other structurally induced racial and gendered forms of state violence that 
result in high rates of underemployment and unemployment, income insecurity 
and poverty, low educational attainment, high rates of incarceration, and other 
harms common in Indigenous and Black communities. I situate this book as 
a contribution to a broader dialogue on structural racism, structural violence, 
structural inequalities, and the myriad other terms we use to characterize poli-
cies and decisions that harm (directly or indirectly) historically marginalized 
communities.

The third objective of the book is to illustrate how environmental health 
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6 THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE WATER

inequities in Indigenous and Black communities are not only outcomes of dis-
proportionate exposure to environmental contamination and pollution but are 
also worsened by pre-existing and long-standing social and economic inequalities 
that are products of Canada’s colonial legacy. In other words, structural determi-
nants of health — such as low educational attainment, unemployment, income 
insecurity, and poverty — compromise community members’ capacity to fight 
back against the placement of harmful industries in their neighbourhoods, and 
they intersect in ways that make these communities more vulnerable to environ-
mental illness and disease.

Throughout this book, I use the term “structural determinants of health” 
rather than the more commonly used “social determinants of health” because, 
as Sarah De Leeuw, Nicole Marie Lindsay, and Margo Greenwood (2015: xii) 
observe,

the concept of social determinants of health, by definition, tends 
to exclude or marginalize other types of determinants not typically 
considered to fall under the category of the “social” — for example, 
spirituality, relationship to the land, geography, history, culture, lan-
guage, and knowledge systems.

The authors also argue that colonialism has yet to be fully acknowledged as 
a significant determinant of health, despite the fact that Indigenous peoples 
identify colonialism as the most important determinant of health.

Given the dearth of studies on environmental racism and environmental 
justice issues in Nova Scotia and Canada, the book’s fourth and final objective 
is to document the long history of struggle, grassroots resistance, and mobiliza-
tion in Indigenous and Black communities to address environmental racism. It 
is an issue that has yet to be fully explored, particularly from the perspectives 
of these communities.

Understanding settler colonialism as the framework of the Canadian state, 
this book describes the material reality of that framework by unpacking how 
environmental racism operates as a mechanism of erasure enabled by the 
intersecting dynamics of white supremacy, white settler colonialism, state-
sanctioned racial and gendered violence, patriarchy, neoliberalism, and racial 
capitalism in white settler societies. In other words, the book connects the mate-
rial reality of environmental racism, as an embodiment of settler colonialism, 
to settler colonial theory. Rather than being pinpointed to a single encounter, 
settler colonialism is an ongoing event that can be described as a form of colonial 
formation and governance involving the invasion of foreigners for the purposes 
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A RISING TIDE LIFTS ALL BOATS? 7 

of assimilating, depopulating, or erasing Indigenous populations (Veracini 
2011; Wolfe 1999). The temporal and spatial extension of settler colonialism 
involves the reproduction of power relations between and among settlers and 
Indigenous peoples. Its central features include profit seeking through land 
acquisition, resource extraction, and other features of the built environment; 
denial of any responsibility for dispossession; and the repudiation of Indigenous 
governance structures. In Canada, legal tools and policies such as the federal 
Indian Act and residential schools, respectively, were the mechanisms through 
which the assimilation, subordination, and genocide of Indigenous peoples were 
legitimated and settler political, cultural, and economic hegemony achieved 
(Veracini 2011; Wolfe 1999).

BUILDING ON THE FOUR PILLARS OF THE  
CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE STUDIES FRAMEWORK
In many ways, this book draws from critical environmental justice studies (cej 
studies), a term coined by David Pellow and Robert Brulle (2005) in their quest 
to expand the academic field and politics of environmental justice. Extending 
the Black Lives Matter (blm) movement’s analysis of and mobilization against 
state-sanctioned racial violence, Pellow (2016) suggests that environmental rac-
ism should also be articulated as a form of state-sanctioned violence perpetrated 
against racialized communities by state agencies and state-regulated companies. 
blm is a social movement that emerged in response to the acquittal of George 
Zimmerman, a man who killed a seventeen-year-old African American, Trayvon 
Martin, in 2012. It has since become an ideological and political intervention to 
address the structural harms meted out to Black peoples within various social 
institutions, including criminal justice, education, employment, and health. cej 
studies grounds its analysis in blm’s intersectional approach to the problem of 
devalued Black life by acknowledging that this analysis must be inclusive of not 
just race but also class, gender, sexuality, immigration status, citizenship, age, 
ability, and other social identities. Therefore, this book’s analysis of environ-
mental racism is very much guided by a cej studies framework (Pellow 2016; 
Pellow and Brulle 2005) in that it theorizes environmental racism as a form of 
state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence through which violent control 
over Indigenous and racialized bodies, space, and knowledge systems works 
to harm the economic, political, and social well-being of these communities. 
It is a framework that is absent from most environmental justice scholarship.

Pellow (2016) challenges us to consider how the focus on anti-Black police 
violence in the blm movement creates a discursive space within which to discuss 
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8 THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE WATER

the increasing exposure of Black communities to environmental risks by states 
and corporations. He points out that while the first generation of environmental 
justice studies was concerned primarily with analyzing environmental inequali-
ties in low-income, racialized communities, second-generation studies have 
moved beyond a focus on distributive injustice to a more critical theoretical 
focus on the ways in which social differences like gender and sexuality, among 
others, intersect to disproportionately expose certain individuals to exclusion, 
marginalization, erasure, and discrimination. Following blm’s emphasis on 
intersectionality, cej studies extends its analysis to multiple and intersecting 
social identities to understand the context-specific ways in which different 
bodies are subjected to various forms of violence.

In recent years, a blm movement has emerged in Canadian cities like 
Montreal and Toronto to challenge anti-Black police violence and other forms 
of Black criminalization. While the list of demands outlined by blm in the us 
includes environmental justice issues such as divestment from industrial mul-
tinational use of fossil fuels and investment in community-based sustainable 
energy solutions (Movement for Black Lives n.d.), the Canadian incarnations 
of the movement have said little or nothing about environmental racism or 
environmental justice. For example, in reviewing the websites for Black Lives 
Matter — Toronto (Black Lives Matter — Toronto n.d.), I note that their list 
of demands includes directives related to policing and incarceration, educa-
tion, lgbtq issues, Islamophobia and white supremacy. The Facebook page 
for Black Lives Matter — Montreal (Black Lives Matter — Montreal n.d.) does 
not outline a list of demands, but the Facebook postings clearly indicate a focus 
on policing. To be fair, the blm movement is still very much in its infancy in 
Canada. My hope is that it will evolve to address the many other ways in which 
state violence harms Black bodies in Canada, such as environmental racism. 
While these issues may not seem, on the surface, to be salient issues in Toronto 
or Montreal where Black populations tend to reside disproportionately in urban 
areas, a more critical analysis and deeper engagement with issues of race, place, 
space, the environment, and justice by blm in both cities will most certainly 
reveal that environmental racism systemically weaves itself into both urban and 
rural infrastructures in Canada.

cej studies is built on four pillars that offer important conceptual tools to 
address some of the main limitations of environmental justice movements in 
Canada, which I outline in this book (Pellow 2016). First, while I take the criti-
cal stance that race must be foregrounded in understandings of environmental 
racism, I agree with the argument put forth in the cej studies framework that 
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A RISING TIDE LIFTS ALL BOATS? 9 

greater attention needs to be accorded to how multiple social identities intersect 
to produce environmental injustices (Pellow 2016). Second, I engage with the 
cej studies perspective that progressive and transformative change on issues of 
environmental racism must move beyond addressing entrenched social inequality 
and power (including state power) through legislation, institutional reforms, and 
other policy concessions, toward building an unapologetically anti-authoritarian 
agenda. The most common vision of change articulated by environmental justice 
studies scholars and activists is to work with the institutions and agencies that 
are responsible for sanctioning environmental racism violations in the first place. 
However, this has been largely ineffective because it reinforces the legitimacy 
of these institutions and agencies and thus leaves intact the power structures 
within which environmental racism manifests. Therefore, in drawing from cej 
studies, I recognize the need for Indigenous and Black communities to engage 
with a transformative anti-authoritarian agenda, rather than a reformist one, in 
addressing the ways in which social inequality is entrenched and embedded in 
society (Pellow 2016).

Third, I take up cej studies’ focus on the largely undertheorized notion that 
marginalized human populations exposed to environmental threats are viewed 
by states and industries as inferior, lacking in value, and therefore expendable 
and disposable. In his book Black–Brown Solidarity: Racial Politics in the New 
Gulf South (2014), John D. Márquez introduces the concept of “racial expend-
ability” to advance the argument that racialized peoples are constructed as and 
rendered expendable because the state and legal system’s perceptions of them 
as deficient, threatening, and criminal suggest that they are deserving of violent 
discipline and obliteration. Similarly, Charles Mills (2001) asserts that it makes 
cultural common sense for policymakers and institutions to implement envi-
ronmental policies that disproportionately expose people of African descent 
to environmental hazards, since they are perceived as “trash” and associated 
with filth, waste, and uncleanliness.

Finally, this book reflects the multi-scalar approach espoused by the fourth 
pillar of the cej studies framework, which argues that not only must environ-
mental justice researchers contextualize and examine environmental justice 
struggles at the local, regional, national, or transnational scales, they must also 
elucidate how these struggles function at multiple other scales — they must 
understand the impacts of environmental justice from the cellular or bodily 
level to the global level and back. In other words, in addition to describing the 
ways in which environmental racism and environmental justice struggles have 
been enacted in Nova Scotia, Canada, and the us, this book argues that these 
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issues can’t be discussed separately from their impacts on the souls, minds, and 
bodies of Indigenous and racialized peoples. As a health researcher, my main 
interest is in highlighting how disproportionate exposure to environmental 
risks in Indigenous and Black communities operates in partnership with pre-
existing health disparities in these communities to produce environmental 
health inequities.

cej studies offers the conceptual tools to theorize environmental racism 
as a form of state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence — one of several 
structural forms of violence sanctioned by the state that are perpetrated upon 
the bodies of Indigenous and racialized communities through policy actions 
and decision making. The subtle, insidious, and — often — intergenerational 
manifestations of state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence mask the 
ways in which white supremacy and structural racism disadvantage and harm 
racialized and Indigenous peoples. It is important to shed light on the racialized, 
gendered, and classed nature of state-sanctioned violence that is enacted by the 
state and its links to white supremacy, capitalism and class exploitation, and 
heteropatriarchy (Alimahomed-Wilson and Williams 2016). Cecilia Menjívar 
(2016) provides a multi-faceted analytic lens for understanding state violence 
that moves beyond a focus on micro forms (including interpersonal forms of 
violence, such as physical violence) to a consideration of the ways in which 
micro forms intersect with macro forms of violence (such as state-sanctioned 
violence) emerging out of broader structural inequalities. Following her 
analysis, I argue the need to expand the analytic lens of the environmental 
justice movement in Nova Scotia and Canada in ways that consider how racist 
environmental policies, as well as other kinds of state policies, have enabled the 
cultural genocide of Indigenous, Black, and other racialized peoples (Pulido 
2017). The state’s failure to connect environmental issues to racial capitalism 
— not simply to capitalism — is an overlooked issue. In other words, the lack 
of political will and commitment to addressing environmental racism can be 
linked to the cost the state will incur by intervening in and halting the activities 
from which industry profits at the expense of Indigenous and Black peoples. 
Therefore, environmental racism, like many other forms of state-sanctioned 
violence, drives racial capitalism (Pulido 2017).

The kinds of structural arguments for environmental racism I advance in 
this book require that readers start from a critical premise that white privilege 
accords economic, material, social, and psychological benefits and advantages to 
white people simply based on skin colour. Since whiteness is often construed as 
an “unmarked” or “normative” category to which “racial others” are compared, 
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many white people view themselves as “race-less” or beyond race. For white 
people to fully appreciate their privilege, they must move beyond a focus on 
individual hostile acts to a consideration of how structural and institutional 
decision making supports and upholds policy actions that protect and benefit 
white people economically, materially, socially, and psychologically, often at 
the expense of Indigenous, Black, and other racialized peoples’ well-being. 
Rather than asking if the landfill was sited near the African Nova Scotian com-
munity in Lincolnville because the owner was racist (an individual malicious 
act of racism), it may be more revealing to ask why African Nova Scotian and 
Mi’kmaw peoples are disproportionately burdened by pollution in Nova Scotia 
(state-sanctioned racial violence).

White people’s silence about racism and those who are impacted by it 
informs how race gets taken up (or not taken up) and addressed (or not 
addressed) in Canada. In other words, what Dyson (2016) refers to as “racial 
procrastination” continues to characterize the approach to racial equity in 
Canada. Not surprisingly, then, muting social differences and inequalities — 
particularly as they pertain to race — remains the order of the day in the Nova 
Scotia government, also characterizing the environmental justice movement 
in Nova Scotia.

As I took my seat in the balcony at the House of Assembly on April 29, 2015, 
I was joined by friends and other community members excitedly anticipating 
the day’s events on the floor of the House below. I waved excitedly to Lenore 
Zann and former acting Nova Scotia ndp leader Maureen Macdonald as they 
smiled at the community members who had gathered on the balcony. As I 
patiently waited for members of the House to introduce and discuss various 
bills, I grew increasingly tense. Zann stood up suddenly, passed a sheet of paper 
to an individual next to her, and sat down. I was confused about what had just 
happened. Had Bill 111 just been introduced and approved? “Was it approved?” 
I asked my friends. None of them seemed to know. As everyone turned to each 
other with questioning looks, I heard someone suddenly blurt out, “Yes, it was 
approved!” While I did not expect to hear fireworks go off, I was surprised by 
what a “non-event” the introduction of the bill had been. As someone who 
had little knowledge about the process a private member’s bill goes through 
to become legislation, my only hope at that time was that the bill would raise 
awareness and elicit conversation about environmental racism in the province.
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SETTING THE STAGE
The journey to get to this day began in spring 2012, when I responded to an 
email from Dave Ron about meeting to discuss a proposed project on envi-
ronmental racism in Nova Scotia. I was struck by how earnest Ron seemed to 
be about the topic of environmental racism and social justice in general. Ron, 
a white social and environmental activist and former executive director of the 
Nova Scotia Public Interest Research Group (nspirg), had been involved 
for some time in the Save Lincolnville Campaign, a community-led initiative 
for the removal of the landfill located within a kilometre of the African Nova 
Scotian community of Lincolnville. The campaign was started by the Concerned 
Citizens of Lincolnville and supported by a broad-based coalition of community 
groups and individuals, including nspirg and the Ecology Action Centre (eac).

At the meeting, I listened to Ron enthusiastically discuss the impact a 
research project on environmental racism could have on the lives of Mi’kmaw 
and African Nova Scotian communities across the province, and I became 
increasingly aware of how little I knew about the topic. As a professor whose 
scholarship had focused mainly on the health and mental health impacts of race, 
gender, and class inequalities over the past ten years, environmental racism had 
simply never caught my attention. While I did remember reading a few articles 
on the topic as a doctoral student at the University of Toronto, these articles 
were based on studies conducted in the United States. Was this truly a problem 
in Canada as well, I wondered? Noticing my confusion, a bemused Dave smiled 
in slight disbelief, blurting out, “You’ve never heard of environmental racism?” 
I slowly shook my head and smiled, slightly embarrassed.

I have since learned that environmental racism, a subset of the larger envi-
ronmental justice movement that originated in the United States, refers to 
environmental policies, practices, or directives that disproportionately disad-
vantage individuals, groups, or communities (intentionally or unintentionally) 
based on race or colour (Bullard 2002, 1993). The concept of environmental 
racism emerged when the Northeast Community Action Group, a group of 
African American suburban homeowners in a middle-class enclave in Houston, 
tried to prevent the siting of a landfill near their neighbourhood in 1979. The 
group launched the civil rights suit Bean v. Southwestern Waste Management, 
Inc. under the legal direction of Linda McKeever Bullard, the wife of profes-
sor Robert Bullard who is often referred to as the “father of environmental 
justice.” Findings outlined by Bullard and published in Sociological Inquiry in 
1983 found that 80 percent of the landfills and incinerators in Houston were 
built in predominantly African American neighbourhoods. Both the lawsuit 
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and subsequent studies conducted by Bullard to document “ecoracism” cases 
(Bullard 1983) were groundbreaking moments in making a case for fighting 
environmental decisions as violations of civil rights (Blades 2016).

Reverend Benjamin Chavis is credited for coining the term “environmental 
racism” in 1981, when he was with the United Church of Christ Commission 
for Racial Justice in the United States, although there are reports that he coined 
the term in 1987 (Commission for Racial Justice 1987). After taking action 
against a proposed toxic waste site planned for a poor, largely African American 
community in North Carolina, the Commission launched a regional study that 
found that hazardous waste sites, landfills, incinerators, and coal-fired plants 
were disproportionately placed in communities composed mostly of African 
Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, and the working poor (Commission 
for Racial Justice 1987). A few years later, further weight was given to the 
concept of environmental racism when Bullard’s 1990 book Dumping in Dixie: 
Race, Class, and Environmental Quality was released. The book examines the 
relationship between environmentalism and social justice by tracing the efforts 
of five African American communities to address facility siting in their com-
munities. He found that the patterns of distribution of facilities were, indeed, 
linked to race and poverty.

Bullard (1990, 2002) characterizes environmental racism as racial discrimi-
nation in environmental policymaking; in the greater exposure of non-white 
or racialized communities to toxic waste disposal and the siting of polluting 
industries; and in the implementation of policies that sanction the harmful 
and, in many cases, life-threatening presence of poisons in these communities. 
Environmental racism is also characterized by a number of other factors: the 
history of excluding Indigenous and racialized communities from mainstream 
environmental groups, decision-making boards, commissions, and regulatory 
bodies; the lack of political power these communities have for resisting the sit-
ing of industrial polluters in their communities; the disproportionate negative 
impacts of environmental policies that result in differential rates of cleanup of 
environmental contaminants in these communities; and the disproportionate 
access to environmental services, such as garbage removal and transportation 
(Bullard 2002).

The life of the late Nigerian environmental activist Ken Saro-Wiwa has not 
only been a source of inspiration for environmental and human rights activists 
globally, but also provides a textbook case for how environmental racism mani-
fests internationally in the context of the increasing globalization of the world’s 
economy. As the president of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni 
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People (mosop), Saro-Wiwa led a movement to protect the environmental and 
human rights of the Ogoni people who live in the Niger Delta by demanding 
sound environmental practices and compensation for the devastation of Ogoni 
territories. An estimated $30 billion worth of oil has been extracted by Royal 
Dutch Shell since 1958, none of which has been provided to the Ogoni people. 
Instead, they have been left with an environment that is contaminated from oil 
spills and acid rain (Goldman Environmental Foundation n.d.).

In January 1993, Saro-Wiwa gathered 300,000 Ogoni to march peacefully to 
demand a share in oil revenues and some form of political autonomy. mosop 
also asked the oil companies to begin environmental remediation and pay 
compensation for past damage. In May 1994, Saro-Wiwa was abducted from 
his home and jailed along with other mosop leaders in connection with the 
murder of four Ogoni leaders. The Nigerian military subsequently took control 
of Ogoniland. Saro-Wiwa was convicted of murder in October 1995 by what 
many governments and organizations worldwide deemed a fraudulent trial and 
hanged later that year along with his co-defendants (Goldman Environmental 
Foundation n.d.).

In yet another example of environmental racism, recent outcries about the 
water crisis in the predominantly African American and poor city of Flint, 
Michigan, have garnered considerable public attention. In April 2014, amid a 
financial emergency, the state temporarily switched Flint’s water source from 
Lake Huron to the Flint River. Residents soon started complaining that their 
water looked, smelled, and tasted strange. Later, Virginia Tech researchers found 
the water to be highly corrosive (Hernandez 2016). A class-action lawsuit soon 
followed, alleging that the Department of Environmental Quality had not been 
treating the Flint River water with an anti-corrosive agent. Combined with 
this, approximately half of the service lines to homes in Flint are made of lead 
pipe, and lead soon began leaching into the water supply (Hernandez 2016). 
Flint residents were kept in the dark for eighteen months, after the damage 
had already been done. Little is known at this point about the illnesses and 
diseases that, most likely, will befall this community. Events such as these have 
opened a much-needed discussion on not only environmental racism, but also 
the influence of place on health; the geographical patterning of disease; and 
the disproportionate environmental health risks experienced by low-income, 
racialized communities (Hernandez 2016).

Since I began conducting the enrich Project in 2012, I have noticed 
an increasing interest from white environmental activists, journalists, and 
members of the Nova Scotian public at large in discussing environmental 
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racism, as well as their increased comfort in using the term “environmental 
racism.” While I am pleased that the project has helped to invigorate an inter-
est in the issue, I have to admit that I remain wary of those who simply wish 
to exploit the environmental concerns of Indigenous and Black peoples to 
shape the issue according to their own agendas. Those agendas often seek to 
subsume environmental racism within the broader (and more comfortable) 
environmental justice lens, in which racism gets displaced from its rightful 
place at the centre. Brian K. Bullock (2015) argues that, in the United States, 
environmental racism lost its way when it was either highjacked or subsumed 
by white environmentalists into the environmental justice movement. I am 
wary of a similar thing happening in Canada since the “mainstream” or white 
environmental justice movement in Nova Scotia and Canada has, for some 
time, been considerably limited in its scope, missing perspectives about the 
specific and unique ways in which Indigenous and racialized peoples experience 
a number of environmental issues such as food deserts, transportation, toxic 
waste sites, and landfills. While the term “environmental racism” is increas-
ingly being used in Nova Scotia and Canada, there is still a preference among 
environmental activists and researchers for using the term “environmental 
justice” rather than “environmental racism.” This speaks to the discomfort many 
people in Canada have in discussing race and engaging in a dialogue about the 
underlying structural factors that produce the need for environmental justice 
to begin with. However, is it truly possible to achieve environmental justice 
(the end goal) without discussing and dismantling the structural factors that 
enable environmental racism (the condition)?

This book is largely based on my experiences leading the enrich Project with 
a team of researchers, scientists, community members, activists, environmental 
organizations, students, and volunteers. The enrich Project is a collaborative, 
multidisciplinary, community-based research project investigating the socio-
economic, political, and health effects of environmental racism in Mi’kmaw and 
African Nova Scotian communities throughout Nova Scotia. Its main goal is 
to examine and address environmental racism through research, publications, 
legislation, community advocacy, community capacity building, and public 
education. Quotations from community members, presented throughout the 
book, were taken from community workshops and focus groups the enrich 
Project organized and held in partnership with community members (Waldron 
2014a, 2016) over the last several years.

The book traces the colourful but often challenging journey my team and 
I have taken to examine the legacy of environmental racism in Mi’kmaw and 

Exc
erp

t



16 THERE’S SOMETHING IN THE WATER

African Nova Scotian communities. We have worked to draw the limits of the 
current environmental justice movement in Nova Scotia and Canada; provide 
the conceptual tools to broaden parameters of critique on environmental rac-
ism; and address its social, political, economic, and health effects in Indigenous 
and Black communities. The book also argues that the politics of race and class 
shape policies about where polluting industries and other environmental haz-
ards are placed in Nova Scotia, and that environmental racism is emblematic 
of larger social structures within which race, gender, income, class, and other 
social factors get inscribed in subtle ways to cause harm to mostly rural, remote, 
geographically isolated and, therefore, “invisible” communities. Inherent to this 
analysis is a focus on how race, class, and other social hierarchies are inscribed 
in environmental policies.

The book makes explicit how the environmental justice lens in Canada 
mutes race and other social hierarchies, resulting in environmental policies 
that obscure or negate the centrality of these issues in the spatial patterning of 
industry. At the same time, the book attributes the long history of indifference 
and inaction around environmental racism to the ahistorical stance govern-
ment has taken — one that fails to appreciate how state-sanctioned racial and 
gendered violence within various institutions has manifested both historically 
and in the present day to inform environmental policymaking and practices. 
Taken together, these factors provide fertile ground for environmental racism 
to manifest and endure.

I locate my analysis of environmental racism in Canada’s settler-colonial 
existence. The theoretical framework offered by settler-colonial studies sheds 
light on how environmental racism is connected to historical and present-day 
colonial systems, subjugation, forced displacements, land dispossession, exclu-
sion from the polity, social marginalization, extraction of wealth, destruction of 
culture, dehumanization, and genocide, primarily in Indigenous and Black com-
munities. Through this analysis, I tease out how race, class, and gender intersect 
to create spatial arrangements today that are products of a legacy of colonialism 
in Canada. The book opens the ability to interpret the many manifestations 
of how spaces and communities are organized by structures of colonialism 
and racial capitalism. In so doing, the book pushes beyond normative debates 
about environmental justice in Canada to argue that the environmental justice 
movement be tethered to profound substantive and structural issues.

Drawing on work by Cheryl Teelucksingh (2002, 2007; Teelucksingh and 
Masuda 2014), George Lipsitz (2007), and others (McKittrick 2002, 2011; 
Pulido 1996, 2000; Razack 2000, 2002) on the “racialization of space” and the 
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“spatialization of race,” the book unpacks the larger socio-spatial processes of 
inequality that produce, reproduce, and sustain environmental racism. For 
example, I unpack Razack’s (2000) assertion on the importance of “denatural-
izing geography” to question how social spaces emerge, as well as to examine 
how social spaces are created through ideologies and practices of domination. 
It’s an analysis that is helpful in guiding an understanding of the environment 
as a product of both the symbolic meaning of space and the materiality of space. 
It is also useful in helping to advance the argument that the symbolism that 
characterizes space as innocent, pure, untainted, and natural is in opposition to 
the materiality of space, which is imbued with a colonial and racial character. 
This is best illustrated by Indigenous and Black peoples’ experiences of state-
sanctioned forms of racial and gendered violence.

Not only is environmental racism illustrative of the spatial character of state-
sanctioned racial and gendered violence (i.e., spatial violence), it also manifests 
alongside other forms of violence experienced by Indigenous, Black, and other 
racialized communities, such as high unemployment rates, income insecurity, 
poverty, food insecurity, poorly resourced neighbourhoods, poor-quality 
housing, gentrification, criminalization, police brutality, disproportionate rates 
of incarceration, the prison industrial complex, and proximity to polluting 
industries and other environmental hazards. I contend that the lived experi-
ence of spatial violence and other manifestations of state-sanctioned racial 
and gendered violence and toxic exposure live together — it is not possible 
to understand environmental racism independent of other forms of violence 
that impact the minds, bodies, cultures, and lands of Indigenous and Black 
peoples. This speaks to the importance of advancing an environmental justice 
lens in Canada that encapsulates both environmental justice and civil rights.

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
My hope is that this book will guide readers in thinking through a number of 
important questions. What would a different conversation about the relation-
ship between race, place, space, environment, and health in Indigenous and 
Black communities look like if we grappled more seriously with an intersectional 
framework, a cej studies framework, settler-colonial theory, and concepts such 
as racial capitalism, neoliberalism, and the racialization of space? How can we 
engage in a more intersectional and inclusive conversation about the social jus-
tice dimensions of place, space, environment, and health? How are hierarchies 
and intersections of race, culture, gender, income levels, class, and other social 
identities spatialized in rural and urban settings? How do we unpack the larger 
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socio-spatial processes that create disproportionate exposure and vulnerability 
to the harmful social, economic, and health impacts of polluting industries and 
other environmental hazards in Indigenous and Black communities? What are 
the possible public health advocacy responses to existing or proposed industrial 
projects near these communities?

In Chapter 1, I trace the path that the enrich Project has taken over the 
last six years to address the socioeconomic, political, and health effects of 
environmental racism in Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian communities 
using an innovative, interdisciplinary, and multi-pronged approach to research, 
policy development, partnerships, community engagement, community 
capacity building, as well as community mobilizing, activism, and advocacy. 
This chapter also offers insight into the many hurdles we have faced in engag-
ing and mobilizing affected communities, advancing a more critical dialogue 
on environmental racism among academics and the broader community, and 
addressing environmental racism through policy.

Drawing on the work of prominent theorists who study settler colonialism 
(Shoemaker 2015; Veracini 2011; Wolfe 1999), Chapter 2 locates debates about 
environmental racism within settler-colonial studies. In this chapter, I probe the 
relationship between settler colonialism, racial capitalism, and neoliberalism to 
unpack the ways in which environmental racism operates as a mechanism of 
erasure through land dispossession and the accumulation of profit. While this 
analysis highlights the significance of land to Indigenous peoples, it also points 
to how land and place are inscribed with racial meanings in ways that enable 
and sustain unequal relations of power. In situating this consideration within 
broader discussions about white privilege, “white ignorance,” and state-sanc-
tioned racial and gendered violence, I argue that environmental racism is one 
of several manifestations of state-sanctioned racial and gendered violence that 
has been informed by policies rooted in a legacy of colonial violence in Canada.

In Chapter 3, I draw on work by Teelucksingh (2002, 2007; Teelucksingh 
and Masuda 2014), Lipsitz (2007) and others (McKittrick 2002, 2011; Pulido 
1996, 2000; Razack 2000, 2002) to contribute to and advance discussions on 
settler colonialism as a spatial project that makes explicit the territorial nature 
of power and that is also constitutive of environmental racism. In presenting a 
socio-spatial analysis of the racial geography of place and space, I give sustained 
attention to the ways in which race spatializes power by articulating space as 
both symbolic and material, and by pointing to the ways in which Mi’kmaw and 
African Nova Scotian peoples experience spatial violence within employment, 
education, criminal justice, and other systems.
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Chapter 4 outlines the main pillars of the environmental justice framework 
and also makes explicit how procedural forms of justice that create more 
inclusive, participatory, and democratic consultation processes with affected 
communities can help address inequities in the distribution or spatial patterning 
of environmental risks in these communities. This chapter also highlights the 
many factors and processes that enable and sustain environmental racism and 
points to specific cases of environmental racism in African Nova Scotian and 
Indigenous communities across Canada over the last several decades.

The impact of environmental racism on the spirits, minds, and bodies of 
Indigenous and Black peoples is the main focus of Chapter 5. I present health 
as rooted in and informed by place. Acknowledging “structural determinants 
of health,” I consider how colonialism, spirituality, relationship to the land, 
geography, history, culture, and knowledge systems shape health outcomes in 
Indigenous and Black communities. I invite readers to broaden their interpreta-
tion of environmental health inequities in ways that illuminate the relationship 
between illness and pollutants, out-migration, employment opportunities, 
labour market structure, land depreciation, income insecurity, poverty, and 
other structural determinants of health. I also argue that the disposability and 
expendability of Indigenous and Black bodies are made explicit not only in 
environmental policy that disproportionately exposes Indigenous and Black 
peoples to environmental hazards, but also in their greater vulnerability to 
long-standing social and economic inequalities in Canada that impact their 
spiritual, emotional, mental, psychological, and physical health and well-being.

Using the accounts of Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian community 
members, environmental activists, journalists, and researchers, Chapter 6 
amplifies the voices of those who have opposed environmental racism over 
the last several decades. This chapter highlights the agency and oppositional 
politics of Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian communities that have been at 
the forefront of environmental and other social justice struggles, and resist-
ance movements seeking to disrupt various forms of subjugation. The chapter 
calls attention to the transformative human agency of Indigenous and Black 
communities by illuminating their rich and varied legacy of solidarity building, 
organizing, mobilizing, and activism against environmental racism, historically 
and in the present day.

In the book’s conclusion, I note the implications, in the past and for the 
future, of the Environmental Racism Prevention Act (Bill 111) (Nova Scotia 
Legislature n.d.a) and other activities to address environmental racism in 
the province. I consider the potential for a Nova Scotia Environmental Bill of 
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Rights (Nova Scotia Environmental Rights Working Group 2017) and other 
environmental legislation to address environmental racism through a more 
critical understanding of how racism manifests structurally in the province. 
I also weigh in on how a comprehensive, multi-pronged strategy can address 
environmental concerns in Indigenous and Black communities.
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