CHAPTER SIX

Environmental Justice and
Detroit’s Long Shadow

Michelle Martinez

Detroit Is Our Home, OQur Toxic Home

At West Grand Boulevard and West Vernor sits the crossroads of
the Latinx diaspora of Detroit, or at least how I have known it.
The midway point between two Catholic churches, Ste. Anne’s Parish
and Holy Redeemer. As a girl, the Bowen library and the Honey Bee
Market were the essential markers of our community. Detroit became
the home for Mexican Americans during the Great Migration north, as
laborers looked for work. By 1920 about 10,000 Mexican immigrants
went north and landed in Detroit. One hundred years ago, the migra-
tion north was fueled by the desire for work, higher wages, freedom
from slavery and civil war. My family was among the early migrants,
working on the rail, selling canned goods, and shining shoes. They set-
tled on the banks of the Detroit River, the northern border to Canada.
We have been defined in many ways by this geography—our proxim-
ity to the borderlands, the Great Lakes, and the automotive industry.
For five generations, my family has intermittently lived and worked
within a two-mile radius, and like the diaspora itself, holding and reca-
pitulating the landed memory of our people, fraught with the stories of
movement across borders of place and identity.

Detroit is a changing landscape. As in many places across the
United States, “border security” has dislocated the diaspora, pushing
its boundaries away from its original core of SW Detroit to inner-ring
suburbs. New immigrants coming from south of the border are locat-
ing in places that are more industrialized, in places where historically
African American and working-class white people lived: in the shad-
ows of factories.

Detroit is the quintessential story of environmental justice and
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injustice. For over a hundred years Detroit has been involved in the
heavy industrialization and proliferation of the automotive industry
and steel plants, and before that machinists, forges, steam engines, and
more. But most importantly, conceptualizing Detroit, the Motor City,
as the birthplace of the assembly line—singularly responsible for cata-
lyzing the global dependence on the combustion engine—is critical
within the context of climate change because of the existential threat
now presented by its very existence. Detroit built the first highway; we
exemplify the idea of suburbanization. At the height of the economy,
post-NAFTA, an estimated 16,000 cars and trucks traveled over the
international Ambassador Bridge every single day.' Buying food from
a high-quality full-service chain grocery store requires driving to the
only Meijer at the city limit.

Aside from producing cars and trucks, Detroit has the state of
Michigan’s only oil refinery, Marathon Oil. It receives tar sands—
heavy oil sands from Alberta, Canada—through pipelines that traverse
the Great Lakes. For over five decades the production of the automo-
bile has been buttressed by the burning of Rocky Mountain coal and
coal removed through the strip mining from the Powder River Basin,
transported to the Great Lakes on rail. Since the late 1950s Detroit’s
energy system has been 8o percent coal and 20 percent nuclear. The
reliance on coal has been dominated by one utility that was guaranteed
a monopoly and guaranteed a rate of return on equity that hovers at
about 10 percent. High return on investments has incentivized its tran-
sition to methane gas, fracked from the ground of the Marcellus Shale
and piped from Pennsylvania, Ohio, and the Rocky Mountains. Fossil
fuels have been the bedrock of the Detroit economy. The longitudi-
nal distribution of the goods, and the externalization of their toxins,
are ill-accounted for. As such the corporeal and geographic proximity
to those toxins must be examined so as to account for the inequitable
distribution of each on different communities. Only by reviewing the
entire life cycle of the fossil fuel industry can we balance the accounts
in the process of forming the new regenerative economy towards an
era of radical survivance in the age of climate change.

For example, after the passage of NAFTA, truck traffic on the
Ambassador Bridge rose exponentially. I remember as a teenager in the
1990s semi-trailer trucks transporting goods, idling on the highways
for hours. Lines of rear brake lights twinkled day and night like lights
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on a Christmas tree through our community. We knew the increase of
truck traffic was causing health issues. A public health scholar at the
University of Michigan, Dr. Amy Schulz, tells of the socially disparate
impact of pollution and increasing hospitalizations due to stroke and
heart attack from roadway traffic. Those trucks that sat idling on the
international bridge for hours released tiny diesel particulate matter
exacerbating people’s health issues, causing a spike in emergency room
visits. The fossil fuel toxins released from combustion enter our air-
ways and run through our veins. Particulate matter is so small it can
break through the blood barrier—pushing people over the thresholds
of asthma, stroke, and heart attack. Yet since the passage of NAFTA,
household wealth has gone down, and health impacts from the tran-
sit associated with the movement of goods—and the restriction of free
movement of people (mostly laborers) across the border—have gone
up. We now have longitudinal data, our bodies, to account for the lived
experience of long unaccounted for externalities.

The Black, Latinx, and Arab American populations that surround
the industrial core have borne the brunt of health impact from indus-
trialization as evidenced from elevated rates of asthma, heart disease,
stroke, and lung cancer. Asthma is the number one reason for miss-
ing school in Detroit. In a time when we fight for equal education for
per-pupil allotment, we are sending 84 percent of Black and 65 per-
cent of Latinx children to schools in close proximity to contaminated
sites, which impacts not only their health, but also their performance
in school. This is not a situation that communities have “chosen,” but
the historic set of racialized geographies and economic factors have
left communities of color geographically gridlocked in ways outside
of their control. Our communities believe, in part, that the toxins and
the associated health impacts are normal and/or necessary parts of our
communities—when they are, in fact, the very reason for the degrada-
tion of our lands, homes, and bodies.

Now, I want to acknowledge that Black and Latinx people have
only very recently migrated to Detroit or Waawiyatanong (the Anishi-
naabe term for Detroit, literally “where the water goes around”). And
we cannot dismiss the very long-lived histories of Anishinaabe peoples
whose residence on the land called Detroit over the last 14,000 years
helped to maintain a healthy balance between the humans and other-
than-human beings in the Great Lakes basin. The arc of environmental
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injustice has been much longer in formation for Anishinaabe peoples
from the settlement of the lands in Western Ontario and Great Lakes
Basin. Anishinaabe people are also contemporaneously impacted by
toxins, notably in the case of Aamjiwnaang, where 40 percent of all
residents have asthma as a result of Chemical Valley in Sarnia, Ontario.
The significance of the impact on Anishinaabe peoples in Canada—
like residents of Detroit—of living in the shadow is deeply embodied
over many generations. Occupational therapist Jim Brophy talks about
the impact on tours he conducts with activists like Lindsay Beze Gray,
testifying that the persistence of endocrine disruptors in the land and
water have resulted in the disproportionate birth of girls over boys,
a chemically induced gender-ratio imbalance. Anishinaabe people,
unlike the Black and Latinx diaspora, are living on their original lands,
an inseparable relationship of history, kin, belief systems reinforcing
that connection.

As such, Anishnaabek have been and continue to be impacted not
only by the toxins, but also by the dislocation of what Dr. Kyle Whyte,
Anishinaabe philosopher at Michigan State University, calls a continu-
ous disruption of the “moral landscapes” within the settler framework
beyond contemporary definitions of environmental justice:

injustice also occurs when the social institutions of one society sys-
tematically erase certain socio-ecological contexts, or horizons, that
are vital for members of another society to experience themselves in
the world as having responsibilities to other humans, non-humans
and the environment. Injustice, here, involves one society robbing
another society of its capacities to experience the world as a place of
collective life that its members feel responsible for maintaining into

the future.?

Environmental justice for indigenous people challenges non-
native peoples on Turtle Island to think beyond just the distribution of
the goods, products, or material harm caused, but also the very exis-
tence of its constructs as formations that make other societal manifes-
tations possible.

So what does environmental justice mean in the Motor City? |
propose that environmental justice goes beyond equal protection
under the law. The laws themselves are inadequate to protect health,
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ecosystems, and cultural and spiritual freedoms. They most obviously
are not equipped to deal with the futurities exemplified by climate
change. Instead, environmental justice must excoriate and repatriate
the longitudinal aspects of justice—distributive, relational, spiritual,
and corporeal—to restructure our economies in a way that rebuilds
trust between peoples, restores the homes, lands, and sovereignty to
nations, and regenerates the majestic splendor that has been devas-
tated to sustain life on this earth. In this essay I will speak about my
personal experience as a Latinx, Mestiza, Apache native in Detroit and
the search for environmental justice in the age of climate change.

Forms of Justice

Typically, in the world of environmental justice, activists and advo-
cates are fighting for two things: (1) a seat at the table and (2) a say in
the decision that is made. Many people have heard the adage, “If you're
not at the table then you are on the menu.” This statement comes from
the concept of procedural justice, the idea that if you are given a seat
at the table with powerful decision-makers then you will be heard, you
will be negotiating, you will be visible. Half the fight is just being seen,
heard, or even believed. But there is a difference between having a
voice and having a say. That difference is critical. The latter means pos-
sessing the ability to leverage and apply the political pressure neces-
sary to deliver beneficial results. This is more than a notion because by
definition environmental justice communities are vulnerable to toxins
because of political disenfranchisement, systemic poverty, and racism.
This latter issue is coined distributive justice: the idea that the goods
(and harms) produced through industrial, economic, or colonial pro-
cesses can be redistributed.

Much of the work in Detroit over the last ten to fifteen years has
been committed to procedural and distributive justice. It is clear that
the harms of the production of the automobile have resulted in dis-
proportionate harm to Black, Latinx, Arab American, and Native peo-
ples in southeast Michigan. We have four times the asthma rate of the
rest of the state. According to activist Donele Wilkins, every single
lot in Detroit was declared a brownfield—because they got so tired of
counting every lot, the city itself was declared a brownfield. Southwest
Detroit has a statistically significant higher level of bronchial and lung
cancer. Detroit’s children even have higher lead exposures than those



Environmental Justice and Detroit’s Long Shadow

in Flint, Michigan. The harms are corporeal, ecological, even spiri-
tual. Toxins are everywhere—and in each study it is revealed that these
harms are disproportionately impacting people of color. Which forces
us, as environmental justice activists, to think again about justice and
retrospectively consider the conditions that made this possible.

Despite the magnitude of the problem, we are just beginning to cal-
culate the newest manifestations of harm from the fossil fuel industry,
broadening now from just the life cycle of toxins to climate impacts.
We must, therefore, broaden the lens of justice beyond procedural
and distributive justice to transitional justice. This third form of jus-
tice rests upon the idea that we can, in fact, restore our bodies, restore
these lands, restore relationships with peoples and nations harmed in
the formation of the fossil fuel economy, and potentially heal from
these bloodied histories through political reconciliation. Esme Mur-
dock, Black feminist scholar and environmental justice philosopher,
pushes us to review the limits of transitional justice before acquiesc-
ing and necessarily examine indigenous lands, relations, and the his-
tory of settlement beyond the liberal limits of reconciliation: “we must
think again exactly what is being reconciled and what precisely we are
transitioning to when the outcomes of reconciliatory processes are not
transforming colonial socio-ecological systems and structures.”

So what does that look like? And can we do that before it’s too late?
Or is it too late already? We are being asked to take on the most criti-
cal existential crisis ever known by humanity. If you acknowledge and
accept that climate change is already underway, and for many peoples
the crisis is underway, you understand the urgency of this question.
But the moral question is how do we rebuild trust, relationships, mutu-
ality to increase the potential survivance of many peoples, especially the
most vulnerable before hedging against the cliff? Survivance, a concept
elucidated by Anishnaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor, is “more than sur-
vival, more than endurance or mere response. . . . Survivance is an
active repudiation of dominance, tragedy and victimry” Or are we in
a paradox in which we are willing to subjugate the peoples already vic-
timized by this system, in advancement of CO, reductions regardless
of its detrimental outcomes for those most vulnerable?

The different forms of justice described here—procedural, distrib-
utive, and transitional—are not in competition with one another, nor
are they comparative in the sense that if one practices one, they are not
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