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FOREWORD:  

The Movement for  
Environmental and Climate Justice  
 

 
Environmental issues are not isolated instances. They are a broad national 

concern with civil rights implications. Historically, people of color have 
disproportionately experienced negative outcomes associated with their 

physical environment.   
 

Communities of color have been forced to 
contend with land appropriation, toxic 
working conditions, polluted neighborhoods 
and other conditions that have a 
detrimental effect on their environments 
and socioeconomic opportunities. It was in 
the 1960s and 1970s, mainstream 
audiences who were galvanized into action 
by the publication of Silent Spring, and who 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άƴƻǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōŀŎƪȅŀǊŘέ ǿƘŜƴ 
faced with environmental hazards that 
would impact public health and private 
property. While white middle-class 
communities were often successful in 
ŎƻƳōŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎΣ άǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƘ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǎǘ 
resistance became an expressway leading 
to the one remaining toxic frontier--people 
of coloǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦέ1However, in 1982, a 
community battle against a controversial 
polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) disposal 
landfill, in rural Warren County, North 
Carolina, mobilized hundreds of African 
Americans in civil disobedience and led to 
over 500 arrests.2 The fight was widely cited 
as the spark which ignited the 
Environmental Justice (EJ) Movement.  

 

 

Pioneering work by Bunyan Bryant, Pau 
Mohai, Robert Bullard and others, along 
with groundbreaking reports, most notably 
in 1983, by the U.S. Government 
Accounting Office and in 1987, by the 
Commission for Racial Justice of the United 
Church of Christ, confirmed that there was 
a direct correlation between race and toxic 
ǿŀǎǘŜ ǎƛǘŜǎΥ ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
status appeared to play an important role in 
the location of commercial hazardous waste 
facilities, race still proved to be more 
ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΦέ3 

In September 1991, over 600 grassroots 
leaders from every state in the U.S. 
attended the First National People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit in 
Washington, D.C. This summit broadened 
the scope of the growing EJ movement to 
include issues of public health, land use, 
transportation, housing, resource                                                
allocation, and community empowerment.4 
One legacy of the event was a statement 
ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ άtǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
WǳǎǘƛŎŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƪŜȅ 
demands:5 

 



Page | 5  
 

¶ ¢ƘŜ άŎŜǎǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƻȄƛƴǎΣ ƘŀȊŀǊŘƻǳǎ ǿŀǎǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŘƛƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ 
materials, and that all past and current producers be held strictly accountable to the 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǘƻȄƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘέ 

¶ ¢ƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘing 
needs assessment, planning, ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴέ 

¶ The strict enforcement of processes of informed consent 

¶ The right to reparations for victims of environmental injustice  

¶ The right to self-determination for all peoples 

¶ The freedom from bias in public policy relating to environmental issues 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ άŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ choose between an unsafe livelihood and 
ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘέ 

¶ wŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ άƭŜƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ 
sovereignty and self-determination with the U.S. government 

¶ Opposition to military occupation and exploitation of lands and peoples 

¶ The protection of all peoples from nuclear testing and waste disposal
 

From its beginnings in the early 1980s, the 
EJ movement has expanded significantly 
throughout the United States, and has 
gradually forged a path for government 
agencies and mainstream environmental 
advocacy organizations to confront issues of 
the environment and communities of color. 
There are now hundreds of grassroots 
environmental groups based in 
communities of low-income and of color, 
along with scores of academic programs 
offering training and support of EJ issues.6 
In 1990, leaders of the Southwest 
Organizing Project, in Albuquerque, NM, 
spearheaded an initiative to prod the 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ όŘǳōōŜŘ άǘƘŜ 
DǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ¢Ŝƴέύ ǘƻ Ŝǎǘablish more equitable 
working relationships with environmental 
justice groups. The majority of the national 
environmental groups, after considerable 
prodding, have responded in some way, 
ranging from attempts to diversify their 
staffs to, in the case of the Sierra Club, 
establishing a national environmental 
justice program to work in partnership with 
community-based organizations.  

 

The urgency for response has also extended 
to the climate justice community. Since 
1988, when James Hansen and Sergej  
Lebedeff published the first definitive proof 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǘ ǿŀǎ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎΣ άŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ 
academic theory into a global political 
struggle, with unprecedentedly massive 
amounts of resources at stake.7In 1992, the 
United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development in Rio de Janeiro resulted 
in the creation of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), a negotiating framework that has 
since governed intergovernmental 
negotiations on fighting climate change. In 
1997, the third UNFCCC intergovernmental 
climate conference in Kyoto (COP-3) 
resulted in the Kyoto Protocol, an 
international environmental treaty that 
produced an initial pathway for market-
based emissions reductions, and in 2009, 
the COP-15 meeting in Copenhagen saw the 
ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά/ƻǇŜƴƘŀƎŜƴ !ŎŎƻǊŘΣέ 
an agreement for modest CO2 emissions 
reductions that was negotiated by five top-
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polluting countries. The Accord has since 
been signed by over 130 additional 
governments. 

As part of this transformation, many 
mainstream environmental organizations 
have gone from being voices for change on 
the margins of the political process, to 
allying themselves with powerful political 
and economic actors τ politicians, 
regulatory agencies, and eco-reformist 
corporations τ in building campaigns for 
carbon reductions in which ecological 
principles are often sacrificed to political 
expediency.8In order to defend their 
polluting industries from radical overhaul, 
reformist corporations have spent a 
massive amount of resources promoting 
άŦŀƭǎŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎέΥ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎŀǊōƻƴ 
trading, carbon capture and 
storage/sequestration (CCS) and natural 
ƎŀǎΣ ōƛƻŦǳŜƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜέ ŦǳŜƭ 
ǎǘƻŎƪΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ άƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 
crisis without compromising profits, the 
power structures or the economic system 
that got us here, even if that means 
ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦέ9 

In the United States, the promotion of 
άŎƭŜŀƴ Ŏƻŀƭέ ŀƴŘ //{ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻŀƭ 
power industry to continue polluting 
communities by holding up the false hope 
of eventual reductions in carbon emissions. 
.ȅ άƎǊŜŜƴƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ Ŏƻŀƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
heavy advertisement and political 
promotion of the supposed promise of 
άŎƭŜŀƴ ŎƻŀƭΣέ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ Ƙŀǎ 
managed to take the political heat off of 
coal-fired power generation, and prolong 
the period in which these plants are 
allowed to continue operating. At the EPA, 
there has been recent progress in the 
development of new rules under the Clean 
Air Act to regulate air toxics, such as the 

Mercury and Air Toxics Rule, which has 
already spurred announcements of 
intended closure of multiple plants, 
according to multiple plant owners. 
However, unfortunately, EPA proposes to 
exempt existing coal power plants from its 
new rule regulating greenhouse gasses, the 
New Source Performance Standard for 
Power Plants.  The new proposed rule is 
limited to new plants. 

In recent years, many climate activists have 
criticized the increasingly cozy relationship 
between large environmental organizations 
and government/corporate actors, arguing 
that some mainstream environmental 
organizations are ignoring principles of 
environmental justice while they appear to 
defer to government and corporate 
partners more than they do to activists at 
the forefront of local climate, 
environmental, and social justice struggles. 
These activists have formed what they call 
ǘƘŜ άŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣέ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ 
that stopping climate change is impossible 
without radically transforming the 
economic and political system that caused 
climate catastrophe in the first place. 

In the past decade, advocates for climate 
justice have grown from a small network of 
individuals τ often with roots in the global 
justice or environmental justice movements 
τ to become a full-fledged social 
movement. The Bali Principles (inspired by 
the 1991 Principles of Environmental 
Justice), which were authored by the 
Indigenous Environmental Network, Third 
World Network, Oil Watch, CorpWatch, 
Friends of the Earth, the National Alliance 
ƻŦ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ 
from both Global North and South ς outline 
the following central principles of climate 
justice: 10 
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¶ A demand for a moratorium on all new fossil fuel exploration & exploitation, nuclear 
power plant construction, and large hydroelectric dam construction; 

¶ Opposition to the role of corporations both in shaping unsustainable practices, and in 
unfairly influencing policy; 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƳŀǊƪŜǘ-ōŀǎŜŘ ƻǊ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ ǘƻ 
principles of democracy, sustainability, and social justice; 

¶ The principleǎ ƻŦ άŎƻƳƳƻƴ ōǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 
accountability that governments must hold to in responding to the climate crisis; 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜōǘέ ƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Dƭƻōŀƭ bƻǊǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ 
for its disproportionate share of historical CO2 emissions; 

¶ The right of workers in fossil-fuel industries to a safe, healthy work environment, and 
ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ άƧǳǎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴέ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΤ 

¶ The rights of women, youth, the poor, and rural peoples to have an equal voice in 
decision-making processes, without facing discrimination; and 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ άǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦƻǊ 
ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣέ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀƴŘǎΣ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ 
to tƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ άŦǊŜŜΣ ǇǊƛƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘέ ƻǾŜǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making. 

 

While the climate justice movement has 
been at its most visible while protesting and 
agitating at international climate summits 
and negotiations (such as the protests at 
the COP-15 UN climate negotiations in 
Copenhagen in December 2009, at which 
1,800 climate justice activists were 
arrested), those who comprise the 
άƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
groups campaigning for real solutions to 
climate change in their communities. In the 
U.S., this movement includes groups like 
the Environmental Justice and Climate 
Change Initiative, the Deep South Center for 
Environmental Justice, We Act for 

Environmental Justice, Southwest Workers 
Union, the Asian Pacific Environmental 
Network, Black Mesa Water Coalition, and 
many others. Through this transnational 
climate justice movement, local groups are 
given an important platform to 
demonstrate the integral connection 
between their local campaigns on a wide 
variety of issues, and the climate justice 
goals outlined above. As Indigenous activist 
Clayton Thomas-Muller has stated, the 
agenda of the climate justice movement is 
about: 
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Ȱ.ÏÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ demanding action on climate, but demanding rights-based 
and justice-based action on climate ÔÈÁÔȣ ÁÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÏÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

least responsible and most directly impacted. Not only are we the 
ÆÒÏÎÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓȟ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÏÎÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÁÌȢȱ 11 

In building this movement, climate justice activists are guided by an overriding principle: 
communities most affected by climate change should be at the forefront of the struggle.  This 
report, Coal Blooded: Putting Profits Before People, demonstrates both the urgency and 
opportunity for community action with respect to coal fired power plantsτan issue at the 
intersection between climate justice and environmental justice.  
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).42/$5#4)/. 
This report focuses on the role that coal-
fired power plants have in the inequitable 
health outcomes of low income 
communities and communities of color in 
the U.S. and in the contribution of 
greenhouse gasses that drive climate 
change, the consequences of which also 
disproportionately impact people of color 
and low income communities globally. 

Coal plants have differing effects on low-
income communities and communities of 
color - some are measurably worse than others. This report provides an empirical discussion of 
the effects of burning coal in power plants. Researchers focus on the coal plants in the U.S. with 
the worst records on environmental justice, and on the companies that own them.  

Overall, a small number of coal power plants have a disproportionately 
ÌÁÒÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ 
of low-income people and people of color. It is the argument of this report 
that the worst offending coal plants described and analyzed in this report 

must be closed ɀ it is the only viable option.  

Coal Blooded: Putting Profits Before People is a systematic study of 378 coal-fired power plants 
in the United States, in which each plant is evaluated in terms of its environmental justice 
performance (EJP), i.e., how it affects low-income communities and communities of color. The 
same methodology is used to evaluate Corporate Environmental Justice Performance (CEJP), 
ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ Ŏƻŀƭ-fired power plants on low-income communities 
and communities of color. The score assigned to each plant, and each company, is based on five 
factors: SO2 and NOX emissions; the total population living within three miles of the plant(s); 
and the median income and percentage of people of color among the total population living 
within three miles of the plant(s).  

This report has been written for multiple audiences.  First, the report is for grassroots 
community activists and community organizations, to make them aware of the issue and its 
impact, to provide tools for organizing and advocacy, and to highlight what a winning strategy 
looks like.  Second, it is written for environmental activists and organizations to dialogue about 
the environmental justice and climate justice dimensions of the anti-coal movement, to raise 
awareness of the existence and struggle of grassroots environmental justice organizations in 
communities across the county, and to suggest models of partnership that are the basis of a 
winning strategy.  Lastly, it is written for philanthropy to offer opportunities for investing 
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ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōƻǘƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛons 
ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƎǊŀƴǘ ƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
health and the environment and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

¶ Part I provides an introduction to coal and its impact on our communities. 

¶ Part II presents the performance ranking of coal power plants in the U.S. 

¶ Part III provides a ranking of the coal power companies through a Corporate 
Environmental Justice Performance measure. 

¶ Part IV discusses how the industry has been financially profitable for the companies 
engaged in the business of coal power.  

¶ Part V provides a framework for responding to this overall situation. 

¶ Part VI looks at the recent community victory in Chicago and describes the elements of a 
winning strategy to close the worst offending coal plants ς especially the grassroots 
leadership required. 

¶ Lastly, Part VII offers a series of recommendations on what can be done to reduce 
harmτboth immediately and in the future.  

 

N.B. This report was researched and written using the last available 3-year average data from 
the EPA, from 2007-2010 and the latest census data available (2000) at the time of the 
completion of the report.  Though some plants have closed and demographics have shifted, the 
intention is to illustrate the impact our dependence of coal has had on communities over time 
and to provide a cautionary tale if we continue on our present course of coal dependence. 
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PART I:  

Coal Dependence  
in the United States  
 

 
 

 
America is hooked on coalɂ  

and that addiction has remained constant for at lea st four decades. While 
many other countries are moving toward cleaner energy sources, 44.6 
ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5Ȣ3ȢȭÓ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÁÌ-fired power plants, which 

is still relatively unchanged from an historic low of approximately 44 
percent in 1972.12,13 
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Coal burning isτand has always beenτdeadly. However, as journalist Jeff Goodell argues, 
ŎƻŀƭΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ƭŜǎǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 
developing.  

Fifty years ago, in industrial states such as 
Pennsylvania and Ohio, people were still 
dropping dead in the streets on days when 
air pollution was particularly bad. In China 
ŀƴŘ LƴŘƛŀΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀǊŜΦ .ǳǘΧ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
most Americans no longer fear that 
pollution from a coal-fired power plants 
will kill tƘŜƳ ƛǎΧ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ bƻǿ 
it happens in slow motion, and in ways 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŀǘƘ 
certificates.14 

 

 

          Figure 1: U.S. Electricity Generation Fuel Shares, 2011
15

 

 

!ǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǇǊƻǾŜƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ άŎƭŜŀƴέ ŎƻŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ Ŝntire coal energy cycle τ from 
mining, to combustion, to the disposal of coal ash τ is harmful to communities:  

Underground mining: Though safer 
than it has been historically, 
underground mining still results in a 
number of negative side effects: 
significant health disorders and 
displacement among communities; 
destruction of natural habitats; 
disruption of sacred sites, water 
depletion from surface, subsurface 
and aquifers; and diversion of water 
away from community needs. For 
example, each year, underground 
mining results in an average of 4,000 

ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭǳƴƎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ όάōƭŀŎƪ ƭǳƴƎέύ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭ 
deaths.16 Also, coal mining in the Hopi and Navajo territories has forced Indigenous 



Page | 13  
 

peoples to be relocated, and to leave homelands that have sustained them for 
generations. Finally, underground coal mining releases methane, the greenhouse gas 
that is the second-leading cause of climate change. 

Mountaintop removal coal mining: Hidden in the poorest and most economically 
vulnerable parts of West Virginia, Kentucky, Virginia, and Tennesseeτmountaintop 
removal coal mining has permanently destroyed 500 mountains in Appalachia, and 
threatens hundreds more. The byproduct of toxic rubble has buried over 700 miles of 
rivers and streams, poisoning local water supplies.17 

 

Coal Combustion Residuals (CCRs): hǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άŎƻŀƭ ŀǎƘΣέ //w are the debris 
produced from burning coal for the generation of electricity. CCRs represent one of the 
largest waste streams in the United States. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) show that as of 2008, approximately 136 million tons of CCRsτwhich contain a 
range of metals such as arsenic, selenium, cadmium, lead, and mercuryτare produced 
each year. According to the EPA, without proper protections, these agents contaminate 
ground water and migrate to drinking water sources, posing significant public health 
concerns. 
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Coal-Fired Power Plants: Dirty In, Dirty Out 

In 2010, there were 378 coal-fired power plants larger than 100 Megawatts (MW) in the United 
States (one megawatt is enough electricity to power about 800 average American homes).1819 
U.S. coal power plants produced 2.1 gigawatt-hours of electricity in 2007 τ which amounts to 
ƴŜŀǊƭȅ нс ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ Ŏƻŀƭ-fired electricity production, second in the world only 
to China (32%).20 

Coal power plants, and their negative effects on public health, are highly regionally 
concentrated. In other words, only a handful of states are responsible for the majority of U.S. 
coal energy production. These states also experience disproportionately high rates of lung 
cancer and other respiratory diseases. Just ten states produce more than half the coal-fired 
electricity in the U.S. in 2005 (see figure below)τTexas (7%), Ohio (7%), Indiana (6%), 
Pennsylvania (6%), Illinois (5%), Kentucky (5%), West Virginia (5%), Georgia (4%), North Carolina 
(4%), and Missouri (4%). By contrast, the ten smallest coal energy-producing states τ 
Connecticut, Oregon, California, South Dakota, Hawaii, Maine, Alaska, Idaho, Rhode Island, and 
Vermont τ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ м ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ŏƻŀƭ-fired 
electricity.21 

The top ten coal-energy-
producing states have an 
average lung cancer rate of 
98.3 per 100,000 (or 19% 
higher than the U.S. 
average); while the bottom 
ten states have an average 
lung cancer rate of 77.2 per 
100,000 (or nearly 7% lower 
than the U.S. average).22 

Figure 2: Percent of Coal-Fired Electricity in the U.S, 2005
23

 

An analysis of the physical effects of the coal industry reveal that it is important to consider not 
only climate change, but also environmental justice, or the disproportionate location and 
impact of coal-fired power plant activity on low-income communities and people of color. 
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Nearly six million Americans live 
within three miles of a coal power 
plant. As noted below, coal power 
plants tend to be disproportionately 
located in low-income communities 
and communities of color:24

  

¶ People who live within three 
miles of a coal power plant 
have an average per capita 
income of $18,400, which is 
lower than the U.S. average 
of $21,587. 

¶ Among those living within 
three miles of a coal power plant, 39 percent are people of color τ a figure that is 
higher than the 36 percent proportion of people of color in the total U.S. population. 
Moreover, the coal plants that have been built within urban areas in the U.S. tend 
overwhelmingly to be located in communities of color. 

Living in such close proximity to coal plants has serious consequences for those communities. 
Coal plants are single-handedly responsible for a large proportion of toxic emissions that 
directly poison local communities in the United States. Below is a summary of pollutants 
associated with coal power plants that disproportionately cause negative health effects in low-
income communities and communities of color: 

Sulfur dioxide, or SO2, is one of the 
primary pollutants produced by 
burning coal. In fact, coal power plants 
alone produce 74 percent of all SO2 
pollution in the United 
States.2526Immediately, SO2 causes 
coughing, wheezing, and nasal 
inflammation. Longer-term, it can 
cause or increase the severity of 
asthma, which is widespread in 
communities of color. African-
Americans are hospitalized for asthma 
at three times the rate of whites, and 
the death rate from asthma is 172 
percent higher for African-Americans 
than for whites.27 

 

Nitrogen oxides, collectively referred 
to as NOX, comprise a key category of 
pollutants produced by coal power 
plants, as these plants produce 18 
percent of all NOX pollution in the 
U.S.2829Not only do NOX increase the 
risk of respiratory disease in children. 
They also reacts with sunlight to 
produce ozone (O3), which, like SO2, 
increases the risk and severity of 
asthma, and causes coughing, 
wheezing, and shortness of breath. 
Again, communities of color are 
disproportionately impacted by 
asthma in comparison with white 
communities, and therefore are 
disproportionately negatively 
impacted by the presence of these 
additional pollutants.30 
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Fine particle pollution (PM2.5), which 
is emitted directly by coal power 
plants, is created when SO2 and NOX 
particles react in the atmosphere. This 
form of pollution may be among the 
deadliest: fine particulate pollution 
can cause premature death in people 
with heart or lung disease, as well as 
cause chronic bronchitis, irregular 
heart conditions, and aggravated 
asthma.31 In addition to producing 74 
percent of SO2 pollution and 18 
percent of NOX pollution in the U.S. 
(which react to produce PM2.5), coal is 
responsible for 85 percent of direct 
PM2.5 emissions from U.S. power 
plants.3233 

Other pollutants. While this report 
focuses on SO2 and NOX (which in turn 
produce PM2.5), coal power plants 
release a wide variety of other toxins 
into the air and water τ including 

mercury, uranium, arsenic, lead, and 
other heavy metals. When pregnant 
women are exposed to mercury, it can 
cause a wide variety of developmental 
disorders in their fetuses, including 
impaired brain functions, blindness, 
and other forms of developmental 
delay. The EPA estimates that power 
plants in general are responsible for 
50 percent of the mercury, 60 percent 
of the arsenic, and over 50 percent of 
many acidic gases emitted in the U.S. 
in 2009 τ and coal power plants 
comprise a large proportion of this 
total.34Coal plants are responsible for 
far more mercury pollution than the 
next ten largest sources of mercury 
pollution combined.35In 1999 (the last 
year for which reliable data are 
available), coal-fired power plants 
were responsible for nearly 42 
percent of the mercury emitted from 
industrial sources in the U.S. 

 

Coal plants kill ɂ and low-income communities and communities of color 
experience the highest mortality burden.  

The full extent to which coal-fired power plants are associated with fatalities is difficult to 
precisely quantify; however, a conservative estimate is offered by a 2010 report by the National 
Research Council (NRC), which calculates that approximately 1,530 excess deaths per year are 
caused solely by particulate matter pollution from U.S. coal-fired power plants, and that 
άaggregate damages associated with emissions of SO2, NOX, and PM from [the 402 largest U.S.] 
coal-ŦƛǊŜŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ нллр ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ Ϸсн ōƛƭƭƛƻƴΦέ36 The authors of this NRC report 
also note that other analyses calculated figures for total costs and mortality caused by U.S. coal 
plants that were as much as six times higher.37 

In March 2011, the EPA proposed a rule change in air toxic emissions standards for coal- and 
oil-fired power plants that would have prevented between 6,800 and 17,000 premature deaths 
and 120,000 cases of aggravated asthma per year. Given that oil power plants represent only 1 
percent of U.S. power production, the vast majority of this total is generated by coal power 
plants.38 Out of all power plants in the U.S., coal power plants are responsible for 88 percent of 
SO2 emissions and 85 percent of direct fine particulate matter (PM2.5) emissions; thus, if the 
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EPA's assessments are correct, then coal power plants alone are responsible for thousands, if 
not tens of thousands, of premature deaths each year. Further, a 2010 report on power plant 
pollution by the Clean Air Task Force found that coal power plant pollution in the U.S. is 
responsible for 13,200 premature deaths and 9,700 hospitalizations each year, as well as over 
$100 billion in monetary damages.39 

 

Coal-Fired Power Plants: Perpetrators of Climate Injustice 

Carbon dioxide, or CO2, is a major cause of global warming.40Pertinent to this discussion, coal is 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǊōƻƴ-intensive fuel, which means that coal power plants produce more CO2 
per unit of energy than any other energy source.41In 2006, coal-fired power plants in the United 
States alone produced 1.94 billion tons of CO2 τ он ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{ΦΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ/h2 emissions, 
ŀƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ т ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ /h2 emissions. To put this in perspective, coal power 
plants in the U.S. emitted more CO2 in 2006 than the total amount that was emitted by all 
sources in all countries in Latin America and the Caribbean that year.4243 

Climate change is already 
devastating the Global South τ 
and that devastation will only 
accelerate as the 21st century 
continues. The public narrative 
has focused to a large extent on 
global warming causing rising sea 
levels, which will inundate low-
lying countries such as Bangladesh 
and island-states in the Pacific 
Ocean.  

Another very threatening impact 
of global warming is the 
transformation that it will cause in 
global weather patterns τ generating 
increasingly severe weather and rising 
drought levels τ which will disproportionately affect people throughout the world who rely on 
subsistence agriculture for their survival.44In November 2011, a report by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change linked increases in extreme weather events to 
human-caused climate change: 

There is evidence that some [weather] extremes have [already] changed as a result of 
anthropogenic influences, including increases in atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse 
gases. It is likely that anthropogenic influences have led to warming of extreme daily minimum 
and maximum temperatures on the global scale. There is medium confidence that 
anthropogenic influences have contributed to intensification of extreme precipitation on the 

Maldivian President Mohammed Nasheed dons scuba gear as 

he signs a document that calls on all countries to cut down their 

carbon dioxide emissions ahead of a U.N. climate change 

conference. 
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global scale. It is likely that there has been an anthropogenic influence on increasing extreme 
coastal high water due to increase in mean sea level.45 

The Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change states that 
global warming will cause the most dramatic impacts in Africa, in Asian and African mega 
deltas, and on small, low-lying islands (such as those in the Pacific Ocean); experts agree that 
people in Africa and South Asia will be more dramatically affected by these changes in weather 
patterns than people in the North America and Europe.46  

However, global climate change is not only a threat to communities in the Global South. In 
recent years, politicians and regulatory agencies in the U.S. have begun to address the threat 
that global warming poses to communities here in the U.S. In 2007, the Supreme Court ruled 
that CO2 and other greenhouse gases are pollutants under the Clean Air Act, and directed the 
EPA to follow the requirements of the Act and determine whether greenhouse gases 
endangered public health or welfare.47  In 2009, the EPA responded to the Supreme Court, and 
found that the increased concentrations of greenhouse gases threaten the public health and 
welfare of current and future generations of U.S. citizens.  The impacts of climate change cited 
by the EPA include, but are not limited to: increased drought; an increased number of heavy 
downpours and flooding; more frequent and intense heat waves and wildfires; greater sea level 
rise; more intense storms; and harm to water resources, agriculture, wildlife, and ecosystems.48 

In reaching its finding, EPA noted that certain populations may be especially vulnerable to 
climate impacts, including people living in poverty, people who are elderly, people already in 
poor health, people with disabilities, people living alone, and/or Indigenous populations 
dependent on one or a few natural resources. In developed areas, environmental justice issues 
are also raised by climate change τ for example, warmer temperatures in urban areas will have 
a more severe impact on people who cannot afford air-conditioning. 

Indeed, Hurricane Katrina and the 
tornadoes in Pratt City, AL have already 
vividly demonstrated that the shifts in 
weather patterns caused by climate 
change disproportionately affect 
African Americans and other 
communities of color in the United 
States τ which is a particularly bitter 
irony, given that the average African-
American household emits 20 percent 
less CO2 per year than the average 
white American household.49 The six 
states with the largest proportion of 
African-Americans are all in the 
Atlantic hurricane zone, and all are 
expected to experience more severe storms as a consequence of global warming. Adverse 


