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The diverse groups who have collaborated on this report are active in

the areas of public health, air quality and environmental justice. It is

the aim of this report to educate and inspire action.

The Black Leadership Forum (BLF) acts as a clearinghouse for national African American leaders. The
BLF brings together Black leaders to grapple with issues of the deepest significance to African Americans,
particularly civil rights and major public policy issues. Since the summer of 2000, BLF has included
Climate Change as a significant policy issue of concern to the African American leadership. Last
year, Dr. Yvonne Scruggs-Leftwich attended the Climate Justice Summit and UN Climate
Conference at The Hague and organized a delegation to the UN World Conference on
Racism. BLF sponsored two international forums in Durban, South Africa — one
addressing persistent racism in the United States and the other addressing air quality
issues impacting the African American community, including climate change.  

The Southern Organizing Committee for Economic and Social Justice
(SOC) has served as the anchor for the African American environmental justice
network. SOC was in the vanguard promoting community empowerment,
capacity building and grassroots organizing, particularly in the South. Under
the leadership of Connie Tucker, SOC has evolved as a multi-issue, multi-racial
network of people working in their communities against racism, war, economic
injustice and environmental destruction. Issues include air pollution, water 
pollution, waste disposal, facility siting, lead exposure, worker safety, housing,
community organizing and environmental justice.

The Georgia Coalition for The Peoples’ Agenda (GCPA) is an advocacy organization
that includes all of the major Civil Rights/Human Rights/Peace & Justice organizations
around the state of Georgia. Dr. Joseph E. Lowery is the convenor of this coalition. These 
organizations have been brought together to carry out the mission of the GCPA, which is to improve
the quality of governance in Georgia, have a more informed electorate and have participatory and accountable
elected officials.

Clear the Air is a joint project of three leading air quality groups: the Clean Air Task Force, National
Environmental Trust and U.S. PIRG Education Fund. The Clean Air Task Force is a non-profit 
organization dedicated to restoring clean air and healthy environments through scientific research, public
education and legal advocacy. The National Environmental Trust was established in 1994 as a non-profit,
non-partisan organization dedicated to applying modern communications and public education techniques
to environmental education and advocacy. The U.S. PIRG Education Fund is a nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization that conducts independent T—NECT—NECWWR DUWGENoiWq/ DUWO—zWN/GxEGOU——NEC�CEducdes DUWO—zWN/GxEGOU——NECorgDUGNECandes DUWO—zRCtDUEChe DOU——NECpublRs DUWO—zWbECout DUWO—zWut DUWO—zwidse 



At first glance, air pollution generally and
power plant pollution specifically, would not
seem to rank among the highest priorities for
African Americans. However, African Americans
are disproportionately affected by power plant emissions because we are concentrated in large urban 
centers, suffer higher rates of asthma and share a historical bond with the developing world where climate
change threatens already weak and overburdened economies. From this perspective, power plant cleanup
is elevated on the long list of social justice imperatives.





• Global warming could enhance ozone formation, which could, in turn, exacerbate ozone-related 
health problems such as asthma attacks.(13)

Power plants are major sources of some of the most common and harmful pollutants.(14) Power plants emit
67% of the sulfur dioxide (SO2



People of Color, including African Americans, approach environmental advocacy from a social justice
framework. Unlike mainstream environmental groups that focus on public health, pollution abatement and
wilderness and wildlife preservation, the environmental justice community is most concerned with human
rights, issues of sovereignty and self-determination, access to natural resources and disproportionate
impacts of environmental hazards. There is also a more pronounced concern with worker rights, health and
safety issues.(18)

It is no coincidence that the term environmental justice was coined in the South, the birthplace
of the Civil Rights Movement. Environmental racism emerged as a critical concern in

Warren County, North Carolina in 1983 when protesters fought toxic dumping in this
predominantly black and poor county. Dr. Joseph Lowery, then president of the

Southern Christian Leadership Conference, was among those present to protest
the dumping of PCBs in a local landfill.  

A landmark environmental justice study conducted by the United Church
of Christ titled “Toxic Waste and Race”(19) established that race was the
most reliable predictor of proximity to hazardous waste sites in the United
States — more reliable than poverty, land values and home ownership. 
Dr. Robert Bullard, director of Clark Atlanta University’s Environmental
Justice Resource Center, chronicles Environmental Justice in the 21st
Century in his 2000 Directory of People of Color Groups. Bullard
reminds us of the 1990 study “Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class and

Environmental Quality,”(20)



Percent of Population in Non-attainment Areas
Represented by People of Color.

Percent of Population in Counties with 
Coal-fired Utility Power Plants Represented by

People of Color

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
Note: “People of Color” includes the U.S. Census groups: African Americans, American
Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and Other. Non-attainment means
the area exceeds federal air pollution standards for one or more of the following pollutants:
lead, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, particulate matter (PM10), 1-hour ozone standard, 8-
hour ozone standard and PM2.5. The 8-hour ozone and PM2.5 non-attainment areas are
potential areas based on 1999-2000 monitoring data. Three years of monitoring data are
needed to make a formal designation of non-attainment.

African Americans are more likely to 
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Pollutant What is it? How is it Health Effects Most Vulnerable 
Produced? Populations

Ozone

Sulfur Dioxide (SO2)

Particulate Matter (PM)

Nitrogen Oxides (NOx)

Mercury

Carbon Dioxide

Ozone is a highly 
corrosive, invisible gas.

SO2 is a highly corrosive,
invisible gas that is
formed in the gases when
coal is burned. Sulfur
occurs naturally in coal.

A mixture of small solid
particles (soot) and tiny
acidic particles.

A family of chemical 
compounds including 
nitrogen oxide, nitrogen
dioxide.

A metal that occurs natu-
rally in coal.

Coal has the highest 
carbon content of any fos-
sil fuel.

Ozone is formed when NOx
reacts with other pollutants in
the presence of sunlight.

SO2 is formed in the gases
when coal is burned. SO2 reacts
in the air to form sulfuric acid
and sulfates. Together with NOx,
it forms acidic particles.

Formed by SO2 and NOx in the
atmosphere.

NOx is formed when coal is
burned. In the atmosphere can
convert to nitrates and form fine
acidic particles. Reacts in the
presence of sunlight to form
ozone smog.

Mercury is released when coal
is burned. 

Carbon dioxide is formed when
coal is burned.

Rapid shallow breathing, airway
irritation, coughing, wheezing,
shortness of breath. Associated
with asthma attacks and related
emergency room visits and 
hospitalizations, and possible
slowed lung growth in children.
Coughing, wheezing, shortness
of breath, nasal congestion and
inflammation. Makes asthma
worse. SO2 gas can de-stabilize
heart rhythms. Low birth weight,
increased risk of infant death.

PM is inhaled deep into the lungs,
affecting respiratory and cardio-
vascular systems. Linked to 
asthma attacks, premature birth,
infant death and adverse birth
outcomes..

NOx changes lung function,
increases respiratory disease in
children. Helps form ozone and
acidic PM particles which are
linked to respiratory and cardio-
vascular disease, low birth weight
and premature birth.  

Developmental effects in babies
that are born to mothers who ate
contaminated fish while pregnant.
Poor performance on tests of the
nervous system and learning. In
adults may affect blood pressure
regulation and heart rate.

Health effects from the spread
of infectious disease, higher
ozone levels, increased heat-

Children, the elderly, 
people with asthma or
other respiratory disease.
People who exercise 
outdoors.

Children and adults with
asthma or other respiratory
disease. 

Elderly, children, people with
asthma. African American
children have higher rates of
asthma, making them more
susceptible.

The elderly, children, 
people with asthma.

Fetuses and children are
directly at risk. Pregnant



Emission tests at coal-fired power plants have detected 67 different air toxics.(27) Of these, 55 are known
to be either neurotoxic (toxic to the nervous system) or developmental toxins (damaging to the human
development process).(28) In addition, 24 have also been characterized as known, possible, or probable
human carcinogens.(29) In just one year (1999), power plants released 78 million pounds of 
developmental and neurological toxins to the air and surface waters.

• Greenhouse gases. Power plants are at the center of the debate on climate change. When carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gases build up in the atmosphere, they trap heat, causing increased 
temperature and altered precipitation patterns (or climate change). Power plants release 38% of all of
the carbon dioxide emitted from burning fossil fuels in the U.S.(30) As a result of human activities, 
global average surface temperatures may increase by 3 to 10 degrees (F) by the end of the century.(31)

This increase in temperature is expected to spread infectious diseases, increase heat-related stress, and
increase ozone smog (the formation of which is, in part, dependent on heat and sunlight).

• Power plant wastes. People living near power plants can also be exposed to contaminants in power
plant wastes. Power plant waste is largely made up of ash and other unburned materials that are left
after the coal is burned. Each year more than 100 million tons of waste are generated from burning

coal and oil.(32) These wastes 
contain high levels of metals
like mercury, arsenic, lead,
chromium, and cadmium.
Disposal of power plant waste in
unlined lagoons and landfills
can contaminate groundwater (a
source of drinking water) as can
mine filling (dumping large 
volumes of combustion waste in



Atlanta, GA, Serious Ozone
Non-attainment Area

• African Americans are hospitalized for asthma at more than three times the rate of whites (35.6
admissions per 10,000 population vs. 10.6 admissions per 10,000 population). 

• The death rate from asthma for African Americans is twice that of whites (38.7 deaths per million 
population vs. 14.2 deaths per million population). 

Why are so many African Americans suffering from asthma? Exposure to air pollution, access to
health care and poverty all play a role. Fine particulate matter, SO2 and ozone are all major power plant
pollutants that have been strongly linked to increases in emergency room visits and 
hospitalizations for asthma attacks. The following studies have linked pollution levels with health effects
in African Americans.

• In New York City, nonwhites were more adversely affected by air pollution as 
measured by the number of persons per day admitted to the hospital when ozone 
levels were high. The rate of hospitalization for nonwhites was twice that of 
whites. Those without health insurance were admitted to the hospital more 
than those with insurance, which may reflect the lack of access to 
preventative health care by the uninsured.(33) 

• In an analysis of 5 power plants in the Washington, DC area, emissions
of particulate matter and nitrate and sulfate fine particles were correlated
with respiratory illnesses. These pollutants were estimated to trigger
nearly 20,000 asthma attacks, almost 4,000 emergency room visits and
nearly 300 hospitalizations. African Americans experience asthma at
higher rates and are more likely to use the emergency room for primary
health care needs than the population as a whole. Accordingly, the modeled
result showed that while only 21% of the children in the studied population
were African American, they accounted for 64% of the reduced pediatric
asthma emergency room visits when the best available emissions controls 
were applied on the five power plants.(34) 

• In Atlanta, Georgia, significantly more visits to the emergency room by asthmatic 
African American children were recorded following days that had higher ozone 
levels.(35) (see sidebar right)

A study of emergency room visits and their
relationship to ozone air pollution levels was
conducted in an indigent, predominantly African
American population in Atlanta. In the summer
of 1990, 609 visits to the hospital were made by
children aged 1 to 16 for treatment of asthma or
reactive airway disease. The number of visits for
asthma was 37% higher on days following 
elevated ozone levels. The results of the study
suggest that among African American children
from low-income families, asthma may be 
exacerbated following periods of high ozone
pollution.(36)

Childhood Asthma and Ozone
Pollution in Atlanta
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• In the first study of its kind, researchers are evaluating how particulate matter exposure affects
African American children with asthma. Results suggest even small increases in particulate matter may
substantially increase asthma symptoms in these children. Results were examined relative to 
socioeconomic factors relating to access of medical care; relationships remained regardless of

whether or not their families had contact with physician for asthma 
management, other than emergency room visits.(37)

Air pollution puts African American infants at risk.
Respiratory Distress Syndrome (RDS) and Sudden Infant Death

Syndrome (SIDS) are life-threatening conditions for newborns. RDS
occurs when a baby is born prematurely and the lungs are not fully
developed. Medical advances have reduced the mortality rate of babies
born with RDS, but even so, the mortality rate for African American
babies is markedly higher than that of white babies. In 1998, the RDS
mortality rate was 70.2 per 100,000 for blacks compared to 26.7 per
100,00 for whites — a difference of more than 163%.(38)

SIDS, often called crib death, is the third-ranking cause of infant
death. The cause of SIDS is unknown but may be linked to a defect
in the infant’s breathing mechanism.(39) African American babies
have a higher incidence of SIDS than white babies. In 1998, the SIDS
rate for white babies was 57.7 per 100,000, while the rate for African
American babies was almost three times higher at 149.2 per 100,000.
Reasons for the higher rate are unknown but there is a correlation
with premature birth.

Is there a link between air pollution and SIDS or RDS? New stud-
ies point in this direction. In a comparison of 86 cities in the U.S.,
researchers found that infants who lived in a highly polluted city dur-
ing their first two months of life had a mortality rate 10% higher than
infants living in the city with the cleanest air.(40)

Investigators in this study found that high particulate matter levels
were associated with a 26% increased risk of SIDS and a 40%
increased risk of respiratory mortality. 

In a preliminary study extending this work, researchers recently
estimated that 11% of the infant mortality in the U.S. is attributable
to particulate matter, even at low to moderate levels.(41) A study in
Mexico City has linked infant death with particulate matter.(42)

Mercury pollution affects African Americans.
Mercury contamination in fish across the United States is so 
pervasive that health departments in 44 states have issued fish 
consumption advisories.(43) Of these, 11 states have consumption
advisories for every inland water body for at least one fish species; 6
states have consumption advisories for canned tuna, and 8 have

Methylmercury interferes with the
development and function of the
central nervous system(52). Prenatal
exposure from maternal consump-
tion of fish can cause later impair-
ments in children. Infants appear
normal during the first few months
of life, but later display subtle health
effects such as poor performance
on neurobehavioral tests, particular-
ly on tests of attention, fine motor
function, language, visual-spatial
abilities (e.g., drawing) and memory.
These children will likely have to
struggle to keep up in school and
might require remedial classes or
special education.(53)

Children and developing fetuses are
most vulnerable to mercury 
exposure. Methylmercury in fish
consumed by the mother passes
through the placenta to the 
developing fetus. Mercury exposure
prior to pregnancy is as critical as
exposure during pregnancy
because mercury is stored in tissues
and is slowly excreted from the
body. The first weeks of pregnancy
also represent a critical time for fetal
development.(54) Pregnant women
and women of childbearing age (i.e.,
15 to 44 years of age) are those who
most need to avoid mercury 
exposure.(55)

Health Effects of Mercury
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What Should Be Done About
Power Plants?

As this report has shown, air pollution from power plants imposes a serious public health and environmen-
tal burden on society. New, comprehensive federal legislation is needed to adequately address power plant pol-
lution and ensure that U.S. energy policy better accounts for the public health and environmental costs associ-
ated with electricity production. New, tougher legislation will put us on track toward a more sustainable ener-
gy future. We must also enforce the law and clean up old, dirty power plants that have exploited a loophole in
the existing Clean Air Act.

New legislation must address emissions of the four key pollutants: nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, mercury
and carbon dioxide. Significant reductions of these pollutants, beyond cuts required by the existing Clean Air
Act, are needed to minimize the environmental and public health impact of power plant emissions. Sulfur
dioxide, nitrogen oxides and mercury emissions can all be reduced by 90% or more. Carbon dioxide emissions
must be addressed as part of a comprehensive strategy given the threat posed by global warming. 

New legislation must:

• Be implemented by the end of the decade.

• Leave intact safeguards from power plant pollution guaranteed by the current Clean Air Act and 
remove exemptions for older power plants.

• Be stringent enough to protect human health and the environment.

• Include reductions in mercury to protect fetuses and newborns, and carbon dioxide emissions 
to combat climate change.

Early in 2002, President Bush announced his version of a power plant clean-up plan called the “Clear
Skies Initiative”. This proposal, unfortunately, offers too little, too late. The “streamlining” of the exist-
ing Clean Air Act under this plan would actually result in more pollution being emitted than currently
allowed. This is because weakening or eliminating existing portions of the Clean Air Act is integral to
the Administration plan. In addition, the President’s plan would delay pollution reductions by up to a
decade from when they would occur if the Clean Air Act were simply enforced as written. Unlike the
other leading plans to clean up power plants, the Bush plan also doesn’t do anything to deal with 
emissions of carbon dioxide.

The Bush Administration has also announced far-reaching proposals to weaken the key “New Source
Review” program, which applies to nearly 17,000 air-polluting industrial facilities throughout the 
country. These provisions kick in whenever industrial facilities make major modifications that 
substantially increase pollution, requiring installation of modern pollution controls. 



standards on the theory that the old plants will “retire” and be replaced by new cleaner technologies. If
the plants do not retire but remain in operation, they are required to install modern pollution equipment
if they change or upgrade the plant in any way that significantly increases emissions. Consequently, the
New Source Review program is the primary backstop against disaster for many communities that face an
unrelenting increase in toxic emissions.

If these proposals are adopted, it would have devastating public health and
environmental impacts:

• Many facilities currently covered by New Source Review requirements are concentrated in heavily 
populated urban areas and disproportionately impact low-income and minority neighborhoods. 

• Power plant pollution is linked to asthma, lung disease and premature death. Even where power
plants are located in rural areas, prevailing winds can carry the pollution to populated areas and
jeopardize public health. According to the American Lung Association, “big cities on both coasts are 
among the 25 most ozone-polluted cities, including Los Angeles, Washington, and New York. But 
many big, medium and smaller-sized cities in between are also subjected to very dirty air. Many 
suffer from pollution blown in from other communities or large power plants outside their region.”(69)

Since the 1970s, industry has relentlessly litigated and lobbied to avoid compliance with New Source
Review, while Congress, the courts, and EPA have held firm. While lobbyists and lawyers have been
working to gut the provision, the facilities they represent have been flagrantly breaking the law. In the
1990s, an EPA investigation found that hundreds of industrial facilities were illegally spewing excessive
amounts of pollution into the air. Today, there are EPA enforcement actions pending against more than
50 power plants that impact major U.S. metropolitan areas. Not only would these existing cases be 
jeopardized by the Bush Administration’s current proposals to dismantle the New Source Review 
program, but future cases against polluters would be harder to bring. That means more pollution and
sickness in our communities. 

We believe all coal-fired power plants, both new and old, must be made to 
comply with modern emission control standards. The Clean Air Act’s 30-year 
loophole for old, dirty power plants must be finally closed. 
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