
Standing Rock Environmental Racism 101 

PES Anti-Racism Task Force member Christian Hayden writes:  

When we look at recent events at Standing Rock, North Dakota, depending who we are we may 
hone in on different narratives. From a legal historian’s perspective we may see a continuity of 
this nation’s standoff with the indigenous people over treaties and land settlements. For the 
environmentalist this is another example of choosing the development of fossil fuels 
infrastructure over investment in cleaner and renewable energy. For some attuned to viewing 
and critiquing the legacy of this nation legally and environmentally from the perspective of social 
justice, something else is evident – racism. The first proposed route for the Dakota Access 
Pipeline ran near a water supply for Bismarck, the second largest city in North Dakota and a 
mostly white community considerably wealthier than that through which the pipeline was 
subsequently diverted – north of Standing Rock, a community with a poverty rate three times 
the national average. 

Decisions such as these are not uncommon, and would never have been made for communities 
that are white and wealthy. For instance, Brentin Mock, a journalist who writes for The Atlantic’s 
CityLab, points out how, with Freddie Gray and Michael Brown, the socio-economic conditions 
familiar to us in terms of their respective cities’ job and educational opportunities also contained 
environmental dimensions. Freddie Gray’s exposure to lead, and the toxic emissions that cloud 
the air breathed by the residents in Michael Brown’s community of Ferguson, add another layer 
to how injustice can be a consequence of how we treat our environment. Who should bear the 
burden of the contamination of our communities? 

Though the protests at Standing Rock resulted in a victory of sorts, with redirection of the pipeline 
on the table but not cessation of construction, there are many other battles brewing that offer 
an opportunity not only for engagement of the question, how do we fairly bear the burden of 
our environment, but also for a conversation on how we should be treating our environment in 
the first place. We may learn from Destiny Watford, a high schooler from Baltimore, which suffers 
from the most deaths from air pollution in the country. She led a campaign over four years which 
stopped the construction of an incinerator. EQAT (Earth Quaker Action Team) has been 
organizing around environmental issues across the state of Pennsylvania. http://www.eqat.org 

They led a successful campaign for PNC Bank to divest from mountaintop removal companies. 
This opportunity for solidarity must not be missed; in fact, it is urgent, as the air we breathe and 
the water we drink concern and connect us all. We may soon enough be screaming in unison – 
‘We Can’t Breathe.” 


