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A poem about environmental injustice

Flint matters! Flint is not like a piece of lint to be brushed off our clothing. 
It is a city where real people are horribly suffering.

Just an hour away from Detroit, which is my hometown.  
When I think about Flint’s water, my face begins to frown.

How long has the water been polluted with lead?  
How many people will get sick, or end up dead?

It’s no accident that this has happened in Flint.  
Powerful people decided how the money was spent.

Dr. King would say, “Environmental injustice anywhere is a threat to  
environmental justice everywhere.”

I say, environmental racism is another form of brutality, 
In mostly black areas where there’s pain and poverty.

To some extent, this happens in every poor urban setting, 
If it hasn’t happened where you live, consider that a blessing.

The following truth must be understood,  
There’s no contaminated water in rich neighborhoods ...

No children whose development has been stunted, 
Because some leaders’ responsibility was punted.

Some see this as a political football,  
Not a national evil that should be confronted by all.

Some leaders are selling us out,  
So they can obtain status or clout.

Please be reminded of what happened in Michigan, 
Next time you get some water from your own kitchen.

Lord, show us how to help the folks in Flint,  
Through a visit or some water that needs to be sent.

Flint matters! Flint is not like a piece of lint to be brushed off our clothing.  
It is a city where real people are horribly suffering.1

—The Rev. Joel A. Bowman Sr. 
Founder and Senior Pastor 
Temple of Faith Baptist Church 
Louisville 40215

1. The Courier Journal (Feb. 5, 2016), https://www.courier-journal.com/story/opinion/2016/02/05/poem-environmental-injustice/79867852/.
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Amiri Baraka; Octavia Butler; Ralph Ellison; Alex Haley; Langston Hughes; Zora Neale Hurston; Rich-
ard Wright; and Toni Morrison. I read excerpts of their works at various times when my research and 
analytical juices, energy, and spirit appeared to wane during periods of my solitary existence as an author. 
Indeed, they were writers/activists: I’m more of a chronicler. A chronicler is a person who writes accounts 
of important or historical events. I’m simply chronicling the Environmental Justice Movement from an 
environmental law, civil rights law, constitutional law, and a human rights law perspective. Simply stated, 
I am telling the ever-evolving story of how law can be used to address the environmental and public health 
problems of people living in sacrifice zones whose lives and legal struggles have been depicted throughout 
this textbook/handbook. This textbook/handbook explores the issue of environmental justice from the 
perspectives of social justice, geographic justice, and procedural justice.

In a 1984 interview with The Paris Review, the incomparable James Baldwin commented on writing 
what one sees as an author. He stated:

I don’t try to be prophetic, as I don’t sit down to write literature. It is simply this: a writer has to take all the 
risks of putting down what he sees. No one can tell him about that. No one can control that reality. It reminds 
me of something Pablo Picasso was supposed to have said to Gertrude Stein while he was painting her portrait. 
Gertrude said, ‘I don’t look like that.’ And Picasso replied, ‘You will.’ And he was right.

As a chronicler, I’ve written what I have seen: I’m not at all a prophet as I am the author of a legal, social, 
and political work of non-fiction.

Moreover, in a 1979 interview published in The New York Times, the peerless Baldwin commented on 
why one writes. He stated:

The bottom line is this. You write in order to change the world, knowing perfectly well that you probably can’t, 
but also knowing that literature is indispensable to the world. In some way, your aspirations and concern for a 
single man in fact do begin to change the world. The world changes according to the way people see it, and if 
you alter, even by a millimeter, the way a person looks or people look at reality, then you can change it.
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During this period of working on the 5th edition, I was also inspired by the works of clerics/activists 
such as the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.; Bishop Desmond Tutu; and Dr. Benjamin F. Reaves 
with his thought-provoking book, Scalpel Moments. These are people who wanted social, legal, spiritual, 
and political changes to take place in this world. As a chronicler, I sincerely hope that the worlds of victims 
of environmental injustice can change for the better, as well as that of the polluters whose deeds have been 
depicted throughout this textbook/handbook.

I want to acknowledge the contributions of countless lawyers toiling assiduously in the proverbial envi-
ronmental justice vineyards. They’re the ones responsible for the filing of the creative briefs, compelling 
motions, and effective oral arguments that have been included in this 5th edition, and which helped tre-
mendously in making this edition to be even more of a useful handbook for law students and practitioners.

I gratefully acknowledge the help and encouragement of the team at the Environmental Law Institute 
(ELI)—specifically, Jay Pendergrass, Rachel Jean-Baptiste, and Bill Straub—for their efforts, support, and 
advice in publishing this textbook/handbook. I sincerely appreciate Rachel’s editing skills and Bill’s care-
ful eye in saving me from many embarrassing errors, and, in spite of their help and patience, I am clearly 
responsible for any mistakes that have nonetheless found their way in the text itself.

I also want to thank ELI’s Sharde Slaw, the Summer 2021 environmental justice law clerk, for her timely 
contribution regarding her research and analysis of the National Environmental Policy Act, the “Magna 
Carta” of U.S. environmental law. She is a third-year law student at Howard University School of Law.

I want to thank Scott Badenoch who is a prolific legal thinker. It was his idea to include audiolinks 
to oral arguments before appellate courts, and he recruited Ellis Walton, the Spring 2021 environmental 
justice law clerk at ELI, who is also a third-year law student at Howard University School of Law, to do the 
research on the audiolinks as well as briefs and motions on a number of cases. I also thank Scott for leading 
the effort to develop ELI’s platform for expanding pro bono legal services for disadvantaged communities, 
which is discussed in this textbook/handbook.

Special recognition is given to Professor Emily Bergeron, JD, Ph.D. (Assistant Professor at the Univer-
sity of Kentucky, Department of Historic Preservation) for her astute suggestions for this edition and for 
bringing to my attention various cases that should be added. Emily’s prodigious contributions with respect 
to environmental injustice situations in Indian country and the Teachers’ Manual were extremely helpful.

My sincere appreciation is extended to my sister, Sherry Yvonne Hill, whose expert typing skills and 
patience contributed immensely to the successful completion of this textbook/handbook. With her assis-
tance, I was able to make the deadline for submitting the draft manuscript to Rachel.

Finally, I am eternally grateful to my beloved family and dear friends who helped me more than they 
could ever imagine for their encouragement, smart counsel, support, and absolutely amazing patience. 
Thank you all.

And, as reflected in the title of Representative Lewis’s final book, Carry On: Reflections for a New Gen-
eration, that was a clear message to us all of our responsibility to make this world a better place through 
concerted activism and advocacy.

Be Well; Be Balanced; Be Safe; and Be Happy!!! 

Barry E. Hill




