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Why Do This Work?

• Public health 

• Systemic racism

• Civil rights

• Planet Earth and future generations
Crystal T. Dixon, MPH, MA



Environmental racism, sustainability, climate change, 
and public health are inextricably linked to wellness.



▪ Explain how environmental factors impact the six dimensions of 

health and well-being.

▪ Describe how environmental racism and unsustainable practices 

contribute to health disparities.

▪ Identify inclusive climate mitigation strategies to improve well-being 

and achieve health equity.

Learning Objectives



Health Equity: the state in which everyone has a fair and just opportunity 
to attain their highest level of health.

Health Disparities: preventable differences in the burden of disease, 
injury, violence, or opportunities to achieve optimal health that are 
experienced by populations that have been disadvantaged by their social 
or economic status, geographic location, and environment.

Social Determinants of Health: the conditions in the places where people 
live, learn, work, play, and worship that affect a wide range of health risks 
and outcomes. 

Terminology

Source: CDC



“Focusing on black lives does not devalue any other race/ 
ethnicity group’s oppressive experience in this country, rather it 

unifies us together to amplify the truth of a racial experience 
unique to black people in this country.”

-Crystal T. Dixon, Then and Now: 
Dismantling Systemic Racism for Equity, Climate for Health

Disclaimer:
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a form of systemic racism whereby 
communities of color are 
disproportionately burdened with health 
hazards through policies and practices that 
force them to live in proximity to sources 
of toxic waste such as sewage works, 
mines, landfills, power stations, major 
roads and emitters of airborne particulate 
matter.

What is Environmental Racism?



8 Environmental Factors That Impact 
Health:
• Air pollution

• Poor water quality

• Climate change and 
natural disasters

• Diseases caused by 
microbes

• Lack of access to 
health care 

• Poor infrastructure
(e.g., Flint, MI, 
Jackson, MS)

• Chemicals

• Global environmental 
issues

Photo credit: https://madwater.info/the-water-crisis/







Black and Hispanics 
in the U.S. are 
exposed to higher 
levels of pollution on 
average, yet they 
consume less of the 
goods and services 
that cause the 
pollution.

Source: Melissa Thomas Baum, Buckyball Design; Source: “Inequity in Consumption of Goods and Services Adds to Racial-Ethnic Disparities in Air 
Pollution Exposure,” by Christopher W. Tessum et al., in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences USA, Vol. 116, No. 13; March 26, 2019





…higher historical PM2.5 exposures 
are positively associated with higher 
county-level COVID-19 mortality 
rates after accounting for many area-
level confounders. 

Particulate Matter & Public Health
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Redlining 



“…fine particulates contained 
in car fumes “awaken” 
dormant mutations in lung 
cells and tip them into a 
cancerous state. “

Highways dissect Miami, creating segregation and destroying historical neighborhoods.

Source: https://www.itdp.org/2021/03/10/highways-and-zoning-tools-of-racist-policy/



African Americans are three times as likely to 

die from particulate air pollution 

than the overall population.

-New England Journal of Medicine
June 29, 2017

Source: William J. Barber III 



“Since the nation’s founding, 
African Americans repeatedly have 

been controlled through 
institutions such as slavery and Jim 

Crow, which appear to die, but 
then are reborn in new form 

tailored to the needs and 
constraints of the time.” 

–Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow





Source: CDC Social Vulnerability Index, 2016



Source: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation/JAMA







Your zip code is a bigger predictor of your health 
outcome than your genetic code.







✓ Three out of every five Black and Hispanic 
Americans lived in communities with 
uncontrolled toxic waste sites

✓More than 15 million Blacks lived in communities 
with one or more uncontrolled toxic waste sites

✓More than 8 million Hispanics lived in 
communities with one or more uncontrolled toxic 
waste sites

✓Blacks were heavily over-represented in the 
populations of metropolitan areas with the 
largest number of uncontrolled toxic waste sites



Waste Incinerators in the U.S.

Race is the single greatest predictor of 
the location of locally undesirable land 
uses such as landfills.



Racism is a public health crisis.



• According to the Environmental Protection Agency, medical waste 
incinerators are the second-largest source of dioxin emissions in the 
country. 

• Medical waste incinerators emit some of the most dangerous 
pollutants known to humankind (e.g., ethylene oxide)

• 79% of municipal solid waste incinerators and burn facilities are placed 
in black and brown communities.

Medical Waste in the U.S.





Think about your clients/patients. 

How might environmental factors impact their performance 
and/or outcomes in your respective field?

Reflect



The fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement of all people regardless 
of race, color, national origin, or 
income with respect to the 
development, implementation and 
enforcement of environmental laws, 
regulations and policies.

What is Environmental Justice?



Policy Solutions



Green Infrastructural Solutions

• Rain Gardens
• Green roofs
• Urban tree canopy
• Permeable pavements
• Bioswales
• Green streets and alleys



Source: 2022 Clean AIRENC Annual Report



Climate Change and Health Outcomes

Source: CDC Source: National Wellness Institute



As health and wellness professionals it is critical to consider how the 
environment is impacting your clients/patients intellectually, physically, 

occupationally, spiritually, socially, and emotionally.

Considering environmental factors in your practice may create more 
precise and customized solutions that help your clients/patients achieve 

wellness. 

The environment impacts ALL six dimensions of wellness.

Connecting Environment & Wellness:



• Environmental racism is a public health crisis with several 
leading risk factors contributing to health disparities.

• Environmental factors impact the six dimensions of wellness 
and should be considered when assessing overall wellness.

• There are inclusive climate mitigation strategies that can be 
implemented today to improve well-being of those 
disproportionately impacted by health disparities.

Key Takeaways:
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