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UNIT TITLE:   
 
Part One:  Just an Environment or a Just Environment? Racial Segregation and its Impacts 
Visit www.pbs.org/race (link to Teacher Resources) to access this unit online. 
 
Part Two: Racism and de facto Segregation 
 
TARGET GRADE LEVEL:  10th Grade U.S. History or Lower Division College Level 
 
APPROXIMATE TIME NEEDED: 2 weeks total 

Part One:  5-6 class sessions (1 for screening and discussion; 1-2 to prepare for tribunal; 
1-2 for the tribunal; 1 for debriefing). 
Part Two:  4 days for the local history/issues mini-unit (1-2 days for Local Color lesson, 
1 day for GIS analysis, 1 day for Oregonian article and response – can be finished as 
homework).  This unit follows the 1.5 week unit on racial segregation and its impacts. 

 
PREREQUISITES: 
 
History - Perspectives on the social construction of race through U.S. history using parts 1 and 2 
of Race: The Power of an Illusion; Awareness of the struggles for civil rights.  Civil Rights Unit 
– Activism: From Desegregation to Black Power and Equality in the South. 
 
Contemporary Issues:  Awareness of continuation of segregation.  Article – Washington Post 
“U.S. School Segregation Now at ’69 Level” and statistics on race and wealth today; 
Understanding of institutional racism and environmental racism.  National focus on post-Civil 
Rights Movement. 
 
OVERVIEW (Abstract): 
 
Part One:  This lesson explores the multiple causes of racial segregation and environmental 
racism, and helps students understand the perpetuation of institutional racism in the post-Civil 
Rights era.  Students will perform a mock tribunal in which they will research, interpret, analyze 
and apply historical data as evidence of factors contributing to continued racial segregation and 
disparity in the United States. 
 
Part Two:  This is a companion piece to the unit on racial segregation and environmental racism 
with a national focus in which students use data to hypothesize how multiple factors including 
federal and local government, realtors, bankers, and racial prejudice perpetuate de facto 
segregation and environmental racism.  Institutional racism and segregation in post-Civil Rights 
Era and in Portland.  This workshop centers on two central questions:  How do segregation and 



 

 

racial disparities persist after the Civil Rights Era?  How does Portland’s history with 
segregation and environmental racism compare to the national history?  Lessons explore the 
multiple causes of racial segregation and environmental racism, and helps students understand 
how institutional racism is perpetuated today. 
 
National Historical Themes:  Segregation, Racism and Urban Renewal, African American 
History 
Local and Regional Themes:  Segregation, Racism and Urban Renewal, African American 
History, History of Albina and North/Northeast Portland 
 

STANDARDS 
 
From National Center for History in the Schools:  
 
STANDARD 2: Economic, social, and cultural developments in contemporary United 
States 

1. Understands new immigration and demographic shifts  
2. Understands how a democratic polity debates social issues and mediates between 

individual or group rights and the common good. 
 
From Mid-Continent Research For Learning and Education: 
 
U.S. History Eras 9 and 10, Level IV (Grades 9-12): 

1. Understands the economic boom and social transformation of post-World War II United 
States  

2. Understands domestic policies in the post-World War II period  
3. Understands the struggle for racial and gender equality and for the extension of civil 

liberties  
4. Understands economic, social, and cultural developments in the contemporary United 

States  
 
Historical Understanding, Level IV (Grades 9-12):  

1. Understands and knows how to analyze chronological relationships and patterns  
2. Understands the historical perspective  

 
PORTLAND PUBLIC SCHOOLS HISTORY STANDARDS: 

• Civil Rights Movement 
• Contemporary American Society 
• Social Movements and Problems 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

GEOGRAPHY STANDARDS: 
 
Standard 1:  How to use maps and other geographic representations, tools, and technologies to 
acquire, process, and report information from a spatial perspective. 
 
Standard 13:  How the forces of cooperation and conflict among people influence the division 
and control of Earth’s surface. 
 
Standard 17:  How to apply geography to interpret the past. 
 

LESSONS 
 
PART ONE:  Just and Environment or a Just Environment? 
     Activity 1:  Characterizing the Inner City 
     Activity 2:  Video and Discussion (Race – The Power of an Illusion Episode 3) 
     Activity 3:  The Tribunal 
     Activity 4:  Debriefing 
 
PART TWO:  Racism and de facto Segregation 
     Activity 1:  Video and Discussion (Local Color) 
     Activity 2:  GIS Demonstration (Segregation and Environmental Racism) 
     Activity 3:  Articles and Central Questions 
 
 



 

 

PART ONE:  Just an Environment or a Just Environment?  Racial Segregation and Its 
Impacts 
 
Subject Matter: Housing, Government, Environmental Racism, Institutional Racism, White 
Advantage 
 
Glossary:  Jim Crow, de jure segregation, de facto segregation, redlining, blockbusting, white 
flight, structural racism, 1968 Fair Housing Act, predatory lending, Federal Housing 
Administration 
 
Overview  
 
This lesson helps students understand how de facto geographic segregation (in the form of 
impoverished inner cities and white, middle-class suburbs made possible by multiple factors, 
including government money and policies) perpetuates different forms of institutional racism in 
post-Civil Rights era U.S. History. It also explores the complex causes of environmental racism, 
which has developed alongside residential segregation.  
 
Students will watch Episode 3 of RACE - The Power of an Illusion and discuss institutional 
racism and racial segregation in the United States. In a culminating activity, students will 
perform a mock tribunal, drawing from historical readings and related data to hypothesize about 
the causes of residential segregation and environmental racism in the U.S. Students will be 
required not only to watch the video and read the supplemental texts but also to apply the 
information actively as evidence in the tribunal performance. The lesson challenges students to 
understand the interplay of structural constraints, individual agency and multiple factors that 
combine to perpetuate racial inequity.  
 
Notes about the Tribunal  
 
In this tribunal simulation both the procedure and the defendants are organized conceptually 
rather than realistically. Students are organized into small groups, and they must accumulate 
evidence and prosecute other groups in the defense of their own group. It is being assumed that 
multiple causal factors need to be understood in order to explain the phenomena of racial 
segregation and environmental racism in the United States. Many groups and even an abstract 
socio-economic system serve as generic defendants (e.g. capitalism is a political-economic 
system that would never stand a real trial). The tribunal is generalized rather than based on a 
specific case in order to focus on evidenced national patterns of segregation and environmental 
racism.  
 
The point of the tribunal is to analyze and synthesize a complex causal explanation of historical 
phenomena, not to learn about the U.S. legal system as in a mock trial. The goal of the activity is 
not to place blame on a group. It is to understand how racial segregation and environmental 
racism are created and perpetuated in order to identify possible social and political remedies.  



 

 

Objectives  
1. Students will understand the concepts of environmental racism, institutional racism and 

white advantage.  
2. Students will hypothesize the causes of environmental injustice utilizing evidence to 

defend their interpretations.  
3. Students will develop an understanding of the principles of social justice, equity and anti-

racism.  
4. By empathizing with those who have been denied opportunities unfairly and who suffer 

the greatest consequences of racial inequality, students will also appreciate the need for 
change in order to achieve social justice.  

 
Content Generalizations 

1. The government and social institutions have created advantages that disproportionately 
channel wealth, power, and resources to white people.  

2. In post-Civil Rights America, outlawed de jure social segregation has evolved into de 
facto geographic segregation and ghettoization through a combination of private and 
government housing and lending policies and practices.  

3. Racist outcomes can occur through "neutral" institutions such as the real estate market 
without overtly racist ideas or agents.  

4. White advantage resulting from historical discrimination is passed down from one 
generation to the next. As a result, unequal outcomes continue even after discriminatory 
policies have been prohibited.  

5. People with social, economic, and political power avoid their share of environmental 
hazards, thereby imposing them on others.  

6. Capitalist economies privatize gain while shifting many of their social costs on the rest of 
society. Those with less power and resources to resist (i.e., the poor and people of color) 
often bear the biggest burden.  

 
Materials and Resources 

• RACE - The Power of an Illusion, Episode 3 (video or DVD) 
• Tribunal Handout (attached)  
• Facts about Environmental Racism Handout (attached)  
• Access to the RACE companion Web site (for information and data to be used as 

evidence during tribunal):  
1. Where Race Lives - Go Deeper (http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06-

godeeper.htm) 
2. Where Race Lives - A Tale of Two Families 

(http://www.pbs.org/race/006_WhereRaceLives/006_02-taleoftwo.htm)  
3. A Long History of Racial Preference - for Whites  

http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-03-02.htm  
4. Where Race Lives - The Downward Spiral 

(http://www.pbs.org/race/006_WhereRaceLives/006_03-spiral.htm)  
5. Race Timeline (explore http://www.pbs.org/race/003_RaceTimeline/003_01-

timeline.htm [click on "Different Rules for Whites"]  
6. Where Race Lives - Uncle Sam Lends a Hand 

(http://www.pbs.org/race/006_WhereRaceLives/006_03-spiral.htm)  



 

 

7. Interview with john a. powell, legal scholar (beginning with "How does 
geography do the work of Jim Crow laws?")  
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-03-06.htm#jimcrow 

  
Other materials that are optional for the lesson or recommended for further exploration:  
 
From the RACE companion Web site  

• Ask the Experts - Society Discussion  
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-experts-03.htm 

• Episode 3 complete transcript  http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-
about-03-01.htm  

• Me, My Race and I - slideshows  
http://www.pbs.org/race/005_MeMyRaceAndI/005_00-home.htm  

 
Whites Swim in Racial Preference by Tim Wise  http://www.alternet.org/story/15223  
 
Achieving Racial Justice: What's Sprawl Got to Do With It? by John A. Powell   
http://www1.umn.edu/irp/announce/PRRAC1999.htm  
 
Bullard, Robert (ed.). "Environmental Justice for All," from Unequal Protection: 

Environmental Justice & Communities of Color. Sierra Club Books, 1994.  
 
Bullard, Robert (ed.). Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots. 

South End Press, 1993.  
 
Bullard, Robert; Grisby III, J.E., and Lee, Charles (eds.). Residential Apartheid: The 

American Legacy. CAAS Publications, UCLA, 1994.  
 
Environmental Justice: At Issue, An Opposing Viewpoints Series. Greenhaven Press, 1995.  
 
 
LESSON PLANS 
 
ACTIVITY ONE:  Characterizing the Inner City  
 
1.  Quickwrite: Draw, list or write everything that comes to mind when you think of the "inner 
city" or "inner-city schools." Share with your neighbor. Share with the class and discuss what the 
common ideas were. Why is it that the inner city is characterized this way? What is a contrasting 
term or place to the inner city? How is it characterized? 
  
2.  Briefly discuss: what are some possible consequences of these differences for people?  
 
3.  Pass out the Facts on Environmental Racism Handout for students to read as homework.  



 

 

Facts on Environmental Racism Handout 
 

I. Excerpts from Bullard, Robert, "Environmental Justice for All," Unequal Protection: 
Environmental Justice & Communities of Color, Sierra Club Books 1994 
 

A. The Commission for Racial Justice's landmark study, Toxic Waste and Race in the 
United States, found race to be the single most important factor (i.e. more important that 
income, home ownership rate, and property values) in the location of abandoned toxic 
waste sites. The study also found that (pp 17-18): 

 
• three out of five African Americans live in communities with abandoned toxic 

waste sites;  
• 60% (15 million) African Americans live in communities with one or more 

abandoned toxic waste site;  
• three of the five largest commercial hazardous waste landfills are located in 

predominantly African American or Latino American communities and account for 
40% of the nation's total estimated landfill capacity; and  

• African Americans are heavily over-represented in the populations of cities with 
the largest number of abandoned toxic waste sites.  

 
B. Millions of Americans live in housing and physical environments that are overburdened 

with environmental problems including older housing with lead-based paint, congested 
freeways that crisscross neighborhoods, industries that emit dangerous pollutants into 
the area, and abandoned toxic waste sites.  
 
Virtually all of the studies of exposure to outdoor air pollution have found significant 
differences in exposure by income and race. African Americans and Latino Americans 
are more likely than whites to live in areas with reduced air quality. (p. 12) 

 
C. A 1992 study by staff writers from the National Law Journal uncovered glaring inequities 

in the way the federal EPA enforces its laws. The authors write: 
  
There is a racial divide in the way the U.S. government cleans up toxic waste sites and 
punishes polluters. White communities see faster action, better results and stiffer penalties than 
communities where blacks, Hispanics and other minorities live. This unequal protection often 
occurs whether the community is wealthy or poor. (p. 9) 
 

D. After examining census data, civil court dockets, and the EPA's own record of 
performance at 1,177 Superfund toxic waste sites, the National Law Journal report 
revealed the following: 

 
• Penalties under hazardous waste laws at sites having the greatest white 

population were 500% higher than penalties with the greatest minority 
population, averaging $335,566 for white areas, compared to $55,318 for 
minority areas.  

• The disparity under the toxic waste law occurs by race alone, not income. The 
average penalty in areas with lowest income is $113,491; 3% more than the 
average penalty in areas with the highest median incomes.  

• For all the federal environmental laws aimed at protecting citizens from air, water, 
and wasted pollution, penalties in white communities were 46% higher than in 



 

 

minority communities.  
• Under the giant Superfund cleanup program, abandoned hazardous waste sites 

in minority areas take 20% longer to be placed on the national priority list than 
those in white areas.  

 
II. Vital Statistics from the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation (at 
http://cbcfhealth.org/content/contentID/1107): 
 

• African American children are five times more likely to suffer from lead poisoning than 
white children, and 22% of African American children living in older housing are lead 
poisoned.  

• An estimated 50% of African Americans and 60% of Hispanics live in a county in which 
levels of two or more air pollutants exceed governmental standards.  

• Communities with the greatest number of commercial hazardous-waste facilities have 
some of the highest proportions of minority residents.  

• Half of all Asian/Pacific Islanders and American Indians live in communities with 
uncontrolled toxic waste sites.  

• Communities with existing incinerators have 89% more minorities than the national 
average. 

• African Americans are heavily over-represented in cities with the largest number of 
abandoned toxic waste sites, such as Memphis, St. Louis, Houston, Cleveland, Chicago, 
and Atlanta. 



 

 

ACTIVITY TWO: Video and Discussion  
 
1.  Show all or part of RACE - The Power of an Illusion Episode 3 in class. Note: if you don't 
have time to show the entire episode, begin showing at approximately 24 minutes in (where 
Frank Sinatra comes on screen). This will take you through all the material relevant to this lesson 
plan (approximately 30 minutes total). If you skip the first part of the episode, some of the 
questions below may not apply. 
  
2.  After watching the film, discuss the following questions as a class (Note: you can also use the 
transcribed interview with John Powell for additional help - see RESOURCES): 

• Historically, how have white Americans created racist explanations for the living 
conditions of people of color and immigrants?  

• How has whiteness been a requirement for citizenship in the U.S.? What consequences 
has this had for whites? What about for African Americans, Asians, Latinos, Native 
American, etc.? What rights or advantages does a citizen enjoy compared with a non-
citizen?  

• Why might owners of developments like Levittown decide not to sell to African 
Americans?  

• What consequences might such decisions have?  
• Explain the practice of "redlining." What is its origin?  
• What are possible motivations for real-estate agents to practice "blockbusting?" Who 

gains and loses in this situation? Make a graphic organizer of how the multiple chain of 
consequences leads to segregation and wealth disparities. (see Where Race Lives: 
Downward Spiral for textual supplement).  

 
3.  For further thinking, discussion and writing, select from these quotes taken from the film: 
 
Film Quotes for Further Discussion (optional) 
 
NARRATOR: "European immigrants were learning that whiteness was more than skin color. It was the 
privilege of opportunity."  
 
JOHN A. POWELL, Legal Scholar: "Now it's sort of hard to believe that the federal government 
nationalized and introduced redlining. In a funny way, it wasn't just giving something to whites, it was 
constructing whiteness. Whiteness meant - as in the past white has meant being a citizen and being a 
Christian - it now meant living in the suburbs."  
 
NARRATOR: "Only 50 years before, European ethnics were believed to be distinct races. Now in these 
new segregated neighborhoods they blended together as white Americans."  
 
BEVERLY TATUM, Psychologist: "So if you can get a government loan with your GI Bill, your newly 
earned college degree and buy a house in an all-white area, that then appreciates in value, that then you 
can pass on to your children, then you're passing on wealth. That has all been made more available to 
you as a consequence of racist policies and practices. To the child of that parent, it looks like my father 
worked hard, bought a house, passed his wealth on to me, made it possible for me to go to school, 
mortgaged that house so I could have, you know, a relatively debt-free college experience, and finance 
my college education. How come your father didn't do that? Well, there are some good reasons why 
maybe your father had a harder time doing it if you're African American, or Latino, or Native American." 
 



 

 

ACTIVITY THREE: The Tribunal  
 
1.  Assign students to one of six groups that are being charged with causing and perpetuating 
racial segregation and environmental racism. You will serve as the prosecutor and charge each of 
the defendant groups with perpetuating racial segregation and environmental racism. (You can 
simply read the general indictment and the indictments against each group out loud.)  
 
2.  Each group must try to defend itself and in turn explain who or what is really responsible. 
Students will read all the indictments and selected supplemental readings to draw supporting 
evidence for a defense and counter argument representing the perspective of their assigned 
group.  
 
3.  During the tribunal, each defendant will have to make a case against at least one other 
defendant as part of their own defense. This process encourages students to consider multiple 
causal factors, including both structural and individual ones, in their arguments. Students should 
not approach the problem cynically by saying it was merely human nature to be greedy or racist, 
etc. Instead, they should recognize how historical conditions and social systems influence human 
behavior. By the same token, students should not adopt a narrow view of capitalism and other 
social systems as determining human behavior to a degree that denies human agency to create 
and change history.  
 
4.  In large classes, some students can be asked to step out of their roles to make up a tribunal 
panel that will act as both jury and judge.  
 
NOTE: Students may struggle with cognitive dissonance in understanding that biological race is 
an illusion and a social construction yet racism continues to be a problem in our society that 
needs to be confronted. Students may draw a premature conclusion that racism should no longer 
be analyzed. It may be helpful to bring to their awareness explicitly that although race is an 
illusion, racism is real. Reviewing excerpts from RACE - The Power of an Illusion may be useful 
to establish this understanding.  
 
Further instructions for the tribunal are included in the handout. 
  



 

 

Tribunal on Residential Segregation and Environmental Racism 
 
The Indictment (General)  
 
The Civil Rights Movement put an end to Jim Crow - the system of laws and customs that 
enforced racial segregation and discrimination throughout the United States. In Brown v. Board 
of Education, the Supreme Court finally reversed its rationalization of Jim Crow as "separate but 
equal" when it ruled that segregation is inherently unequal.  
 
Today, in the post-Civil Rights America, you are guilty of transforming the legal segregation of 
Jim Crow into the geographic segregation of affluent white suburbs and impoverished inner-city 
ghettos. Furthermore, you are charged with: poisoning people of color, especially the young and 
elderly who are most vulnerable; neglecting, exploiting, and destroying their environments; and 
burdening society with the extra costs of health care and environmental clean up resulting from 
toxic poisoning.  
 
Some of you may be tempted to argue that you didn't intend to be racist and therefore you 
shouldn't be held responsible for this "crime." Others may suggest that because these problems 
stem from the past, people in the present should not pay the price. However, evidence of 
continuing racial disparities demonstrates that inequality is actively perpetuated today. 
 

 
NOTE: This is a unique tribunal. First, the goal of each group is to defend itself by proving 
that the other groups are actually responsible for the problems cited. It is important to realize that 
this is a strange activity and that the goal is not to become skilled in placing blame on others 
while avoiding responsibility, but to learn about the multiple causes behind these problems in a 
fun and engaging manner. The tribunal is also unlike the normal U.S. justice system, which 
focuses on specific cases rather than a broad and generalized (but nevertheless very real) 
problem.  

 
 
The teacher is the facilitator and prosecutor of the tribunal. Defendants include:  

A. suburban residents  
B. government and public officials  
C. business leaders  
D. environmentalists  
E. inner-city residents and  
F. the system of capitalism  

 
Each of you will be assigned to a group representing one of the six defendants. You must select 
two spokespersons to present your case. The rest of your team will be responsible for answering 
questions posed by the jury and other groups as well as cross-examining (questioning) the other 
defendant groups.  All of you will:  

• defend your group against the charges and  
• explain how other parties are actually responsible using specific factual evidence. 

 



 

 

Your group may plead guilty if you choose, but you cannot claim sole responsibility. You must 
also attempt to prove the responsibility of least one other defendant.  Some students may be 
chosen to serve on the jury.  
 
Procedure  
 
Meet with your groups to gather the facts of the case, outline your argument and write it out. 
Read the "Go Deeper" article in the Where Race Lives portion of the RACE Web site 
(http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06-godeeper.htm) and the Facts on Environmental 
Racism handout. Study all the specific indictments and read the supplementary text selected for 
your group in order to prepare for the activity. Select two spokespersons to present your defense. 
Everyone else in the group must understand the case and be able to serve as a witness 
representing your group. Each presenter will be scored for CIM speech requirements during this 
role play.  
 
The teacher will prosecute one group at a time. First, spokespersons for the group under 
prosecution will present their group's defense, using evidence from the texts. Then, 
nonpresenters from other groups will cross-examine the group on the stand to expose 
contradictions in their argument and bring attention to important facts neglected by their defense. 
The nonpresenters in the prosecuted group are expected to respond to cross-examination 
questions and offer counter arguments. Every student must participate actively to receive 
participation grades. Each person will also be required to write about the tribunal at the end.  
 
After all the groups have had their turn, the jury will direct remaining questions to any of the 
groups in order to clarify each group's final position. The jury will then retreat to the hall to 
determine the guilt of each defendant (the jury may assign a percentage of guilt to different 
defendants), offering clear reasons for their decision. Following the jury's verdict, all students 
will come out of their roles and write their own verdict and explanation.  
 

 
NOTE: The ultimate goal of this activity is not to place blame on a particular group. It is to 
understand how racial segregation and environmental racism are created and sustained by 
many forces interacting in complex ways. This understanding will help identify the social 
policies and institutional practices that perpetuate racial inequities.  

 



 

 

The Six Indictments  
 
A. Suburban Residents  
 
You chose to move out of the city into all-white suburban neighborhoods, taking your resources, 
services and jobs with you. Whenever more than one or two African American families managed 
to overcome obstacles and move out there too, you fled to maintain your segregated suburbs.  
 
You claimed that you were not racist but feared the loss of your property values. But it is your 
"white flight" that causes the devaluation of property and the movement of resources and 
businesses away from the city and inner-ring suburbs out into white suburbs. You are 
responsible for reducing inner-city communities to the rock bottom, making them vulnerable to 
and even desperate for polluting industries.  
 
You claim not to be racist, but you like to maintain your white advantage whether you 
acknowledge it or not. You claim that racism is not a problem anymore because the Civil Rights 
Act was put into place almost 40 years ago. You blame people of color for their own suffering. 
This kind of blaming allows you to explain outcome disparities as the result of differences in 
"natural" ability or motivation. In a 1990 National Opinion Research Report, more than 60 
percent of white Americans like you said that Blacks suffer from poor housing and employment 
opportunities because of their own lack of will power. Some 56.3 percent said that African 
Americans preferred welfare to employment, while 44.6 percent said that Black people tended 
toward laziness.  
 
Some of you even accuse people of color of reverse racism now, claiming that nonwhites get 
unfair advantages through affirmative action. Yet you have benefited from a long history of 
"affirmative action" for whites, passed down through generations - from discriminatory and 
racist immigration and citizenship laws, land give-aways and housing programs.  
 
You have unfairly accumulated wealth and protected your interests at the expense of poor people 
of color. For example, you fought off toxic industries, saying "Not in my backyard," knowing or 
not caring that these toxic substances would end up in the neighborhoods of poor people of 
color.  
 
How can we blame racism or capitalism? It is individuals who do things, including making and 
maintaining systems.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
You only wanted what any family would want: a good investment and safe, clean neighborhoods 
with good schools and other resources. As individuals, you had no control over unethical 
government policies or business practices. You broke no laws. There may have been a lot of 
racism in the past, but you were not responsible for it. You don't have personal prejudices or 
hostilities towards nonwhites and don't attempt to take advantage of others by being white.  
View a print-friendly version of Uncle Sam Lends a Hand 
(http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06_a-godeeper.htm).  



 

 

 
B. Government and Public Officials  
 
Historically, you have been responsible for enabling and overlooking racist conditions - from de 
jure segregation to restrictive housing covenants (even long after the Supreme Court ruled 
restrictive covenants unenforceable in 1948). Beginning in the 1930s, your housing programs 
were designed to benefit whites only. You subsidized their low-cost loans for home ownership, 
making it cheaper in some circumstances to buy than to rent. You built freeways and 
infrastructure, and poured subsidies into suburbs while neglecting or destroying your inner cities. 
Meanwhile, your policies discouraged banks from lending to people of color, who also desired to 
buy better housing but ultimately could only afford to rent. People of color became concentrated 
in inner cities just as those areas were being razed and stripped of resources.  
 
Your home loan policies not only contributed to de facto segregation but also increased the huge 
wealth gap between whites and nonwhites, resulting in white families today having on average 
eight times the wealth of nonwhite families. Furthermore, this difference in wealth is passed 
down from one generation to the next, perpetuating racial inequity.  
 
You have also neglected to develop good low-income housing, leaving poor people of color with 
no options besides living in concentrated, polluted, inner-city neighborhoods and now older 
inner suburbs. Your urban renewal programs destroyed more housing than they built, 
disproportionately displacing and impoverishing African Americans and Latinos. Furthermore, it 
is your responsibility to protect the environment (through the Environmental Protection Agency), 
but you turn a blind eye to the living conditions of people of color. Your actions support 
corporate interests and business developers more than your constituents.  
 
It is a diversion to blame the situation on racism or capitalism. Government officials are 
ultimately responsible for the general welfare of society and the protection of every individual's 
right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The government is even accountable for the 
economic system we have. While you have finally outlawed de jure segregation and overt 
racism, you continue to overlook de facto segregation and its consequences.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
This is a democracy. The government is elected by the people and for the people. People have to 
take responsibility for the kind of government they choose or put up with. If you don't like it, 
vote the rascals out. Besides, market forces and individual choice led to people living where they 
do. For the government to intervene would be "social engineering." That's not the American way.  
View a print-friendly version of The Downward Spiral  
(http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06_c-godeeper.htm). 



 

 

 
 
C. Business Leaders (real estate agents, developers, bankers)  
 
You can do business, provide good safe jobs, and still make a decent profit without 
discriminating against people of color or damaging their environment. Instead, in your greed you 
have exploited everyone and everything for maximum profit. Real estate agents profited from 
"block-busting" when they pressured white residents to sell their homes for less than market 
value by (1) fabricating fears of nonwhites moving into the neighborhood and driving down 
housing values and then (2) selling those homes at above market prices to people of color. In 
banking, you have discriminated against qualified people of color either by denying them home 
loans or charging them higher rates and fees. Today, Black people and Latinos are still 60% 
more likely to be turned down for loans than whites with the same income. You have also put 
communities of color in a desperate condition by not investing in them or supporting local 
businesses as you do in white suburbs, leaving residents no choice but to travel great distances to 
do their shopping or pay higher prices at neighborhood convenience stores. Corporations are 
even guilty of environmental blackmail; you threaten to move elsewhere and take jobs away if 
people don't accept polluting industries or insist on costly pollution controls. You'll take people's 
labor but don't give anything back to the community.  
 
How can we blame racism or capitalism? It is individual business lenders who make the 
decisions they do.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
You were pressured to maximize profits and minimize risk, as your stockholders require. If your 
company didn't do it, another would. You followed government guidelines and broke no laws. 
You aren't a racist, you're just doing your job. It's not your fault that some groups are more 
vulnerable than others. You're running a business, not a charity. You helped create jobs and put 
your money back into the economy, which is good for the whole nation. Moreover, it's a 
systemic issue: if one or even a few banks or businesses engaged in such practices, you could say 
they were guilty of a crime, but when all the banks and businesses engaged in such practices, it's 
just the way things work. The economic system and government are responsible, not you.  
Interview with john a. powell, legal scholar (beginning with "How does geography do the work 
of Jim Crow laws?" and ending with "Aren't whites the most segregated group?") found at 
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-03-06.htm#jimcrow.  
 



 

 

 
D. Environmental Groups  
 
While you claim to care about the environment and peoples' health, you have neglected poor 
people of color in favor of whales and wildernesses. You use this kind of campaign to avoid 
controversial issues of justice and to win the sympathy and financial support of your well-to-do 
middle class constituents. Even with your success at establishing greenbelts and regional 
preserves, you are diverting valuable resources from the inner city and catering to the interests of 
a white middle class with the means to enjoy leisure time in nature. You have done little to 
enable those who would benefit most from fresh air and a clean environment to partake of them.  
You care more about saving trees and whales than the health of people of color and the less 
privileged members of our society. Your own segregated lives have blinded you to how people 
of color and their environments have suffered disproportionately. You fight against toxic 
substances and waste in your own communities without raising an eyebrow when those 
substances are eventually placed in the environments of people of color next door or even 
halfway across the world.  
 
Although you may mean well, your actions and omissions have had consequences that are borne 
disproportionately by vulnerable communities of color.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
You didn't know what was happening to people of color. In fact, you helped put into place many 
laws that can protect everyone's health and environments. You may not be advocating enough on 
the behalf of poor communities, but you're not directly responsible for what's happening to them 
either. You broke no laws. Also, the environment does need to be protected, and there's only so 
much you can do with limited resources. It's hard enough to get money to support the campaigns 
you already run - although you might not like it, your work is driven by the needs and wants of 
people who have resources. You can't do everything. Other people, including residents in those 
poor communities, have to take responsibility as well.  
View a print-friendly version of A Tale of Two Families.  
(http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06_b-godeeper.htm)  
 
 



 

 

E. Inner-city Residents  
 
We live in a meritocracy, a society in which people are rewarded according to their talent and 
effort. Look at immigrants - whether it's Europeans in the past or more recently, Asians - they 
come here with nothing, but they work hard and pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. 
They are proof that America is the land of opportunity. None of them got any handouts, so why 
should you?  
 
You can't blame others for your failures and misfortunes. You are responsible for your own 
lifestyle and values, which affect your opportunities and the condition of your neighborhoods. 
Affirmative action programs already make it so much easier for people of color to get jobs than 
whites, so stop trying to blame others for your problems and do something to improve 
yourselves.  
 
You also can't expect businesses or the government to pour money into your neighborhood when 
you don't take pride in keeping things clean or in good working order. Crime and vandalism are 
committed by individuals, not society.  
 
This is a free country. You can live anywhere you choose. If you don't like where you live, you 
should move elsewhere or help improve conditions, instead of complaining and expecting others 
to bail you out. If you don't want "toxic businesses" in your neighborhood, you should work 
together to keep them out, like people in the suburbs do. It's your own fault for trading your 
health and environment for jobs. You should take more pride in yourselves and your community 
and work harder. Then maybe prosperity will come.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
Whites have benefited from a long history of affirmative action. Many of the problems that we 
face today are the result of discrimination that occurred in the past and existing structures that 
perpetuate inequality. Racism is not just about interpersonal relationships, but about 
opportunities and access to resources. Neither government officials or environmental groups 
listen to us because we can't afford to contribute financially to their campaigns. Inner-city 
neighborhoods aren't deteriorating because of who is moving in, but because of who is moving 
out and taking resources with them. No neighborhood can be stable or secure without resources.  
It's easier for the other defendants to blame the victim rather than take responsibility for their 
actions and figure out how to help solve these problems. Turning this into a race or lifestyle issue 
is just an excuse that lets them "off the hook."  
View a print-friendly version of The Downward Spiral. At  
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06_c-godeeper.htm  
A Long History of Racial Preference - for Whites  at  
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-03-02.htm  
 
 



 

 

 
F. Capitalism  
 
In the course of a normal football game, it's not unusual for players to become injured. When 
they do, it's not anyone's fault; it's just one of the risks of playing the game. Football is 
antagonistic and violent by nature, regardless of who the players are.  
 
In the same way, capitalism by nature is self-serving. This system of competition forces business 
leaders, bankers, and even homeowners to work towards their own individual betterment at the 
expense of others or society as a whole. In capitalism, maximizing profit is valued above all else, 
including people and social justice. This encourages exploitation and promotes inequality. As 
long as there are winners, there will be losers. Capitalism actively discourages other forms of 
social relationships, like consensus building, fair distribution of resources, or businesses taking 
any action that hurts their bottom line.  
 
Racial prejudice may have helped create segregated communities, but most people are not bigots 
and they only want to live in good, clean, safe neighborhoods, which happen to be mostly in the 
suburbs. People who live in suburbs do not intend to make people of color suffer; it's just one 
consequence of the normal workings of the economic system.  
 
Segregation and environmental racism are natural by-products of capitalism. Individuals can't be 
blamed, because it's the entire system that's at fault. Anyone who acts selfishly for profit or gain 
is just seizing an opportunity; if they didn't do it, someone else would. Those are the rules of the 
game. Just like in football, it's all about winning. As a result, the system thrives on inequity and 
exploits weakness and vulnerability. As long as people are locked into a capitalist system, the 
benefits and costs of the economy will be unfairly distributed. It's the system that's at fault.  
 
Possible Defenses  
 
You can't blame the system; it's individuals who are at fault. Besides, people are racist, not the 
system. Racism is profitable because people make choices based upon their fears and beliefs, not 
because the system encourages them to be racist. There's just a lot of ongoing racism in our 
society.  
 
Capitalism also lifts people out of poverty. Investment increases worth in a community, and 
economic growth benefits everyone. The more money people make, the more they spend, and the 
more jobs are created as a result. It's not the fault of the system that some people are less 
qualified than others for jobs or are not as good at playing the game. Besides, without earnings, 
there would be no tax dollars or private donations to pay for social services and charitable 
contributions for the poor. Profit doesn't mean inequality - people who make money give a lot 
back to society. View Uncle Sam Lends a Hand  at 
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_06_a-godeeper.htm  



 

 

ACTIVITY FOUR: Debriefing  
 
It is important to remind students to step back from the role-play now and put together an 
understanding of the big picture from listening to all the arguments in the tribunal. 
 
For homework, students should write their own verdicts, including an explanation of which 
they think is responsible for what and why. 
 
The following day, invite students to share their verdicts or summarize them. In light of their 
verdicts, guide the students in a discussion on the following issues: 
 

1. What are the biggest obstacles to remedying racial and environmental disparities? 
2. Given that we are already living in segregated communities, what can we do to 

remedy the inequalities that result (in terms of schools, jobs, safety, housing values, 
and environmental hazards)? If we don't do anything to change this situation, will 
things become more equal over time or less? (See Ask the Experts - Society 
discussion for more information)  http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-
experts-03.htm  

3. What role can each defendant group play in helping to create a fairer distribution of 
resources and opportunities? Historically, groups have sometimes allowed themselves 
to be divided and have fought with each other instead of working together for 
solutions. How can different groups work together for racial and environmental 
justice? Discuss how two groups in particular might work together. 

4. Should we ban environmentally harmful industries altogether? Some argue that 
bureaucratic legislation to prevent environmental injustice will hurt poor 
communities by denying economic opportunities. What are other ways that these 
areas can be developed?  

5. Is gentrification good or bad for poor communities? 
6. Currently the costly burden of proof for environmental injustice is on citizens and not 

on the industry. Is this fair? Why/why not? What might be the best way to address 
allegations of environmental racism? 

7. If science proves that biological race is an illusion and that race has been only created 
and perpetuated through societal laws and practices, what should we do about race 
and racism in U.S. society today? Is colorblindness the answer? Affirmative action? 

8. Discuss the difference between equality of opportunity vs. equality of condition. Can 
you really have equality of opportunity without equality of condition? Consider the 
following two quotes from the film:  

 
EDUARDO BONILLA-SILVA: "The notion of colorblindness came to us from that famous 'I Have 
A Dream' speech of Dr. Martin Luther King, where he said that the people should be judged by 
the content of their character and not by the color of their skin. And what has happened in the 
post civil rights era is that whites have assumed that we are already there, that we're in a 
society where color does not matter."  
 
DALTON CONLEY: On the one hand, the civil rights era officially ended inequality of 
opportunity.... At the same time, those civil rights triumphs did nothing to address the underlying 
economic and social inequalities that had already been in place. It doesn't recognize the fact 



 

 

that the rewards, the house, the Lexus, you know, the big bank account, those are not only the 
pot of gold at the end of the game, they're also the starting point for the next generation....So 
until we recognize that there is no way to talk about equality of opportunity without talking about 
equality of condition, then we're stuck with this paradoxical idea of a colorblind society that is 
totally unequal by color.  
 
Extension Activities 
 

1. Research other consequences of white advantage and racial disparity- e.g., employment, 
schools, criminal justice, etc. Read A Tale of Two Families and this online article "The 
Wealth Factor" by Dalton Conley and write about the consequences of racial segregation 
and the wealth gap in the United States.  

2. Research the concept of regional equity and discuss what new possibilities or solutions it 
might provide for remedying racial segregation and environmental injustice. Read these 
two articles by John Powell to begin: "What We Need to Do about the 'Burbs" and 
Achieving Racial Justice: What's Sprawl Got to Do With It?  

3. Is there a community near you that is in danger? Have students investigate and discuss 
different ways communities can get involved. Find out about pollution problems in your 
area by using the Scorecard Web site: Search by geographic area or company name, or 
learn more about environmental issues such as air quality, land contamination, toxic 
waste from industry and animals and water quality.  

4. Ask students to look into the history of different residential communities in your area. 
Are there examples of different ways certain communities have fought to maintain stable, 
integrated neighborhoods? Compare success stories with those of nearby neighborhoods 
that experienced rapid decline. (If there are no applicable examples in your area, well-
documented studies include: Shaker Heights v. East Cleveland, Ohio; Maywood v. Oak 
Park, Illinois; the neighborhoods of West Mount Airy v. East Mount Airy/Germantown 
in Philadelphia, PA.)  

 
Assessment 
 
In the tribunal, the students (in each group) will demonstrate understanding in their construction 
of a coherent defense and counter-argument with detailed supporting evidence from Episode 3 of 
RACE - The Power of an Illusion and the supplemental readings.  
 
At the end of the tribunal, each student will also write out his/her own verdict for homework and 
provide a rationale for it. The students selected as the tribunal panel will demonstrate their 
understanding in constructing a verdict and providing reasons for it.  
 
A good performance will demonstrate that students argue from careful consideration of all the 
evidence to explain the complexity of multiple causes. An inadequate performance ignores 
complexity of multiple factors or does not address arguments or evidence that contradict the 
student's simplistic explanation. Students should understand that individual choices and actions 
may be structured and constrained by the system of capitalism, but they also shape and influence 
the particular historical consequences.  



 

 

PART TWO:  Racism and de facto Segregation 
 
Overview 
 
This is a companion piece to the unit on racial segregation and environmental racism with a 
national focus in which students use data to hypothesize how multiple factors including federal 
and local government, realtors, bankers, and racial prejudice perpetuate de facto segregation and 
environmental racism. 
 
This mini-unit centers on two central questions to examine local history: 

1. How does Portland’s history with segregation and environmental racism compare to the 
national history? 

2. How does segregation persist after the Civil Rights Era? 
 
Students will learn the history of Oregon and Portland in relation to civil rights and racial 
inequality.  They will analyze information presented geographically on GIS maps, which will 
include the 1938 Residential Security Map and census data.  They will read and discuss an 
Oregonian article on environmental racism in North and Northeast Portland.  Students will also 
review timelines and primary documents on historical discrimination in Portland and Oregon. 
 
Objectives 

 
1. Students will understand the concepts of environmental racism, institutional racism and white 

advantage.  
2. Students will hypothesize the causes of environmental injustice utilizing evidence to defend their 

interpretations.  
3. By empathizing with those who have been denied opportunities unfairly and who suffer the 

greatest consequences of racial inequality, students will also appreciate the need for change in 
order to achieve social justice.  

 
Procedure: 
 
ACTIVITY ONE:  Students view the video “Local Color.”  See Local Color Discussion and 
Student Worksheet. 



 

 

Racism and de facto Segregation Unit 
Local Color Questions for Writing and Discussion Student Worksheet 

 
Define the following terms 
 
Segregation-  

a)   de jure: 
b)  de facto: 

 
Discrimination: 
 
Prejudice: 
 
Racism: 
 
Questions on video 
 
1) What rights did African Americans have in Oregon before the 1950s? 
 
 
 
2) What rights did African Americans did not have in Oregon before the 1950s? 
 
 
  
3) How did the founding of Oregon affect the ‘climate’ for African Americans in Oregon? 
 
 
 
 
4) How did WWII change Portland? 
 
 
 
 
5) Why were there more discriminatory, “white trade only”, signs during WWII? 
 
 
 
 
6) Why were business leaders concerned after WWII? What did they want to do? 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

7) How did the predominant attitudes about African Americans contradict policies and actions of 
the dominant society in the late 1940s? 
 
 
 
 
8) Why were African Americans confined to the Albina neighborhood (N and NE Portland)? 
 
 
 
 
9) How was this housing segregation accomplished? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10) According to Professor Milner, why was WWII the turning point in Portland’s civil rights 
history? 
 
 
 
 
 
11) In the 1950s, how were discriminatory policies in Oregon changed? What limited the 
changes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12) How much progress do you think Portland has made against racism and discrimination?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13) What are any lasting consequences of Portland’s history with racism and discrimination? 
 
 



 

 

ACTIVITY TWO 
 

Discussion Guide for GIS Map on Segregation and Environmental Racism 
 
Race and Census Data 

• Are there visible patterns and boundaries in the demographic layout (i.e. where people of 
color live) of Portland?  

• Identify them. 
• Has segregation endured despite the fact that there are no more legal restrictions? 

 
GIS Data:  Historical census data for the African American Population by census tract (1940-
2000); View a series of choropleth maps showing the distribution of the African American 
population by decade. 
 
Environmental Justice 

• Examine the map for environmental justice. Teacher will explain TRI sites are self-
reported inventory of toxic releases into the air, land and water. 

• Looking at the top 25 TRI sites in Multnomah County, are they fairly distributed? 
• What might explain some of the choices to locate these industries where they are?  
• Brainstorm and list the possible the consequences of these choices. Who benefits from 

this arrangement? Who pays/suffers the costs? Should changes be made? What kind? 
 
GIS Data:  Toxic Inventory Release Data at http://www.epa.gov/tri/.  Geocode the addresses of 
the TRI Sites for the Tri-County Portland Metropolitan Region.  NOTE:  Some TRI sites may 
need to be manually placed due to lack of sufficient address information for geocoding. 
 
Zoning (teacher should explain what zoning is) 

• Are zoning of non-single family and heavy industrial areas fairly distributed?  
• What might explain some of the choices to create these zones?  
• Brainstorm and list the possible the consequences of these choices. Who benefits from 

this arrangement? Who pays/suffers the costs? Should changes be made? What kind? 
• Optional - instead of asking direct questions, help students form their own line of inquiry. 

Ask what questions would you want to explore to find about zoning and its impacts? 
 
GIS Data:  Use the RLIS zoning data for the tri-county region.  For students unfamiliar with the 
concept of zoning use the generalized legend.  For a more in-depth discussion of zoning use the 
detailed legend.  NOTE:  Zoning maps can also be effectively compared to Land Use maps (use 
the Taxlot database’s land use category to create a land use map).  How does zoning compare to 
the actual land use? 
 
Urban Renewal 

• Teacher explains national programs in urban renewal.  
• Think about the fact that decisions were made to locate the freeways and large 

construction projects such as the Coliseum and Lloyd Center. This meant the destruction 
of hundreds of homes through the government’s right of eminent domain (explain this 



 

 

concept).  
• What might be factors for choosing to locate these in Albina rather than Alameda? 

Brainstorm and list the possible the consequences of these choices. 
 
GIS Data:  Use the TAH Urban Renewal Dataset for the Eliot Neighborhood/Lloyd Center 
project.  Data includes Sanborn maps for 1950 that can be overlaid on the current 2003 taxlots 
that show the Lloyd Center/Coliseum blocks highlighting the removal of the neighborhood. 
 
Review the effects of “redlining” advantage to white families to: 

• own homes and gain equity/wealth; 
• higher property values and property appreciation which gets inherited to following 

generations; 
• better public services with higher property tax revenue; 
• more economic investment and opportunities in those neighborhoods compared to 

blighted inner-city neighborhoods. 
 
GIS Data:  1938 Redlining Map, both underlying graphic and the polygon coverage (showing 
redlined areas); Use the graphic to talk about the pattern of distribution…locate immigrant 
neighborhoods and their proximity to the redlined areas.  Overlay the polygon redline coverage 
on the distribution of the African American population in 1940 for comparison. 
 
 
 
ACTIVITY THREE 
 
Students will read the article: “Pollution taints Albina reawakening,” The Oregonian, Jan. 11, 
1999, Section E2, Joe Fitzgibbon. Thinking of the two central questions, students will highlight 
essential information in the article. They will also note any sections that they have questions 
about, for discussion.  
 
After all students have finished reading, have students share some of the essential details that 
they highlighted. Discuss any questions students have. Using the article and everything they’ve 
learned they will write a response to the two central questions: 
 

1. How does Portland’s history with segregation and environmental racism compare to the 
national history? 

2. How does segregation persist after the Civil Rights Era? 
 



 

 

POLLUTION TAINTS ALBINA REAWAKENING  
Oregonian, The (Portland, OR) 
January 11, 1999 
Author: JOE FITZGIBBON - for The Oregonian  
 
Geri Washington of the Urban League of Portland is determined to change the face of Albina. 
She wants housing, new businesses and employment to flourish for young men and women in the 
community, a huge collection of neighborhoods in North and Northeast Portland.  
 
But along with the economic and cultural challenges facing the area, another, perhaps more 
insidious problem stands in the way: a huge set of real and potential environmental obstacles. 
Only about 13 percent of Multnomah County's population lives in Albina. But more than 55 
percent of the sources of air pollution and significant water and ground contamination are there, 
according to a study by the Environmental Justice Action Group . Although those environmental 
problems could prove significant in terms of community health, people such as Washington have 
additional concerns about how it could retard redevelopment in the area.  
 
"First thing we need to do is educate our community about problem areas, including any health 
risks, then begin looking at our strengths," Washington said. "I'm concerned that when people 
talk about this part of North and Northeast Portland, it usually comes around to the number of 
brownfields here."  
 
A brownfield is land on which contamination could affect its reuse.  
 

Dangerous block  
The problems faced by the Albina area were highlighted recently when officials discovered the 
seriousness of the problems at a contaminated warehouse in the 3300 block of Martin Luther 
King Jr. Boulevard. Cleanup crews in protective gear expect to work there for months and spend 
more than $1.5 million to remove thousands of containers filled with toxic materials.  
 
According to Kevia Jeffrey, community organizer with the Environmental Justice Action Group, 
the warehouse is just one of at least 250 potentially contaminated properties in the area, 
including 78 along MLK Boulevard. These include underground storage tanks, abandoned 
service stations, former dry cleaning facilities, metal fabricators, wood treatment plants and 
sections of the polluted Columbia Slough. Petroleum byproducts, arsenic, benzene, lead, 
mercury, chromium, pentachlorophenol and PCBs head the list of hazardous chemicals.  
 
According to the study, contaminated properties aren't the only environmental problems facing 
the Albina area. Because two main traffic corridors, Interstate 5 and MLK, split the community, 
it says residents are exposed to a higher volume of diesel and gasoline fuel emissions than other 
parts of the county.  
 
Albina is a mixture of homes, small businesses and industrial parks extending from North 
Marine Drive to Northeast Broadway. It includes Swan Island, portions of the Columbia Slough 
and Port of Portland property.  
 



 

 

Spots must be identified  
If steps aren't taken to identify and clean up contaminated properties in the area, revitalization 
efforts will be wasted, Washington said. Jeffrey's organization wants to help.  
 
Using GIS mapping software, the environmental group is creating an Internet Web site to show 
neighbors, community leaders and potential developers where most of the pollution can be found 
-- street by street, property by property.  
 
"We have an idea where most are, but we're searching through DEQ databases and talking with 
people who have lived here a long time," Jeffrey said. "It's not just the real but also the perceived 
sites that will affect the reuse of the land."  
 
For now, a drive through parts of Albina along MLK or Alberta Street reflects a community in 
transition. Townhouses, storefronts and new businesses are replacing vacant lots and abandoned 
buildings. But even to activists, the problems in Northeast Portland extend beyond aesthetics and 
health risks. City, state and federal agencies, along with private developers, are pouring millions 
of dollars into redevelopment of brownfields. Activists contend that a historically 
disproportionate number of these sites are in neighborhoods with a historically high number of 
people of color.  
 
"It doesn't take a rocket scientist to see that institutional bias, including racism, has been the 
basis for zoning poor neighborhoods like ours for industrial use," said Angela Wilson, former 
newspaper editor and founder of the Environmental Justice Action Group. "Right now, we want 
people to have the information to know if there's a toxic hot spot down on the corner."  
 

Portland was showcase  
In 1996, Portland was selected as one of 16 showcase communities to receive a $200,000 federal 
grant to examine ways to redevelop brownfields. The same year, the environmental group was 
formed by Northeast Portland residents to identify any lingering health threats and to create an 
extensive database of sites that could be developed.  
 
Using an $80,000 research grant, activists combed through databanks put together by the 
Environmental Protection Agency and state Department of Environmental Quality, made field 
observations and walked door-to-door interviewing residents to create a series of maps that 
identify the problems.  
 
"The challenge is twofold: to attract developers who would normally prefer liability-free 
greenspaces in the suburbs and to find a way to convince homeowners to stay in the city," said 
Doug MacCourt, brownfields coordinator with the Portland Department of Transportation. "This 
mapping will be very helpful."  
 
In addition to Internet information, long-range plans call for establishing a clearing house for 
local environmental problems and developing a brownfields curriculum for school groups. 
Multnomah County health officials have offered to set up teams of neighborhood volunteers to 
monitor health issues related to air, water and soil contamination resulting from brownfields.  
 



 

 

"We don't want people to think that this is a sick community, but there are questions being raised 
about the high number of cases of asthma and upper respiratory problems," said Sara Doll , 
program director with the Oregon Environmental Council.  
 

New training and jobs  
This month, Portland Community College is teaming up with the United Brotherhood of 
Carpenters and Joiners and the Oregon Tradeswomen Network to recruit and train at least 50 
minority men and women for construction jobs in Albina. The Portland Development 
Commission, the city's lead agency for redevelopment, has stepped in to offer professional 
services in such areas as real estate development and work-force training, as part of the 
Brownfields Economic Redevelopment Initiative.  
 
"We've been pleasantly surprised that a few seeds we've sown have already developed into 
successful businesses," said Michael McElwee, project manager with the development 
commission. "We're seeing more multicultural neighborhoods and a dramatic increase in 
property values."  
 
In spite of initial successes, those involved in brownfields said that much work remains. A recent 
survey found that employment, livability and health issues are of greatest concern to Albina 
residents. In coming years, activists want to join with business leaders and housing advocates to 
find ways to attract emplyers and home builders to the neighborhoods, without destroying their 
affordability and residential character.  
 
``We don't want to run businesses or residents out of town,'' Doll said. ``But we need to let 
everyone know where the problems are located and find the most effective way to direct our 
resources there.''  
 
Edition: SUNRISE 
Section: PORTLAND ZONER 
Page: E02 
Copyright (c) 1999 Oregonian Publishing Co. 
Record Number: 9901110113 
 



 

 

Source materials and resources: 
 
Resources for students: 
 
Local Color, OPB documentary on Oregon and Portland’s history with racial discrimination and 

the creation of segregated neighborhoods. (Lesson 1) 
GIS Map of Portland. (Lesson 2) 
“Pollution taints Albina reawakening”, The Oregonian, Jan. 11, 1999, Section E2, Joe 

Fitzgibbon. (Lesson 3) 
 
Resources for teachers: 
 
Abbot, Carl.  1983. Portland: Planning, Politics and Growth in a Twentieth-Century City. 

Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press. 
 
Dana, Marshall N. (ed).  1912.  The Greater Portland Plan of Edward H. Bennet.  Portland, OR.   
 
Environmental Justice Action Group.  1998.  Environmental Justice/Pollution Prevention 

Resource Guide. Portland, OR. 
 
City of Portland Bureau of Planning.  1993.  History of Portland’s African American Community 

(1805 to the present): Portland’s Albina Community.  Portland, OR. 
 
Little, W.A. and Weiss, J.E. (ed).  1978.  Blacks in Oregon: an Historical and Statistical Report.  

Portland, OR:  Portland State University. 
 
McLagan, Elizabeth (ed). 1980. A Peculiar Paradise: a History of Blacks in Oregon, 1788-1940.  

The Georgian Press. 
 
Stroud, Ellen.  1999.  “Troubled Waters in Ecotopia: Environmental Racism in Portland, 

Oregon.”  Radical History Review 74:65-95. 
 
http://www.igc.or/environmentaljustice A good primer on the issue of environmental justice with 

many links to local organizations. 
 
http://www.teleport.com/~ejag  (the Environmental Justice Action Group, Portland). A local 

group working on issues in North and Northeast Portland. 
 
http://www.ccrh.org (Center for Columbia River History) Collection of oral histories, 

photographs, zoning policy documents and historical maps. 
 
GIS and spatial elements 

• TAH 1940 to 2000 census data sets 
• TAH Urban Renewal data sets (including 1938 Residential Security Map) 
• RLIS:  Zoning, Streets, Taxlots, Major Arterials, Rivers 

 



 

 

Assessment Plan 
 
Lesson 1:  Written response to questions and optionally, Discussion Skills Scoring Guide in PDF 
Lesson 2:  Informal teacher assessment of discussion or either Discussion Skills Scoring Guide 
in PDF or  Critical Response to Visual Material Scoring Guide in PDF 
Lesson 3:  Critical Response to Visual Material Scoring Guide in PDF and Essay Scoring Guide 
in PDF (optional for higher skilled students) 
 
Modifications 
 
ELL and special education students can be grouped into smaller mixed-ability groups with other 
students for analysis and discussion. TAG students can read additional resources: “Troubled 
Waters in Ecotopia: Environmental Racism in Portland, Oregon” Written assignments are open-
ended for multiple abilities.  More skilled students can do their writing as a formal persuasive 
essay with quoted citations. 
 
Extension Activities  
 

1. Research and use ArcView to geocode brownfields and data about asthma and lead paint 
in North and Northeast Portland. 

2. Compare the factors of poverty vs. race using income and wealth information from 
Census data. Examine analysis on environmental justice comparing race and income at 
www.scorecard.org. 

3. Examine primary source materials - excerpts of the Oregon Constitution, restrictive 
covenants from Portland houses, oral histories and photographs of Albina and the 
Willamette River, etc. 

4. Examine issues of environmental racism with indigenous peoples in the U.S. and 
globally, as well as regionally with effect of environmental damage on fishing in the 
Northwest. 

5. Visit local sites: 
6. Corner of Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd and Shaver St., site of superfund dump site. Old 

rusting barrels of toxics are visible through fence. 
7. Old site of Vanport, now Janzten Beach to see where new African American population 

had lived during WWII and before moving into North and Northeast Portland. 
8. Oregon Historical Society and Oregon History Museum, to examine primary source 

documents on racial discrimination in the Oregon Territories and the state of Oregon. 
 


