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Environmental Racism in St. Louis1

SUMMARY

Black St. Louisans are exposed to considerably greater environmental risks than white 
residents, contributing to stark racial disparities regarding health, economic, and 
quality of life burdens:

•	 Black children in the City of St. Louis are 2.4 times more 
likely than white children to test positive for lead in 
their blood and account for more than 70% of children 
suffering from lead poisoning. 

•	 Black children in St. Louis make roughly 10 times more 
emergency room visits for asthma each year than white 
children. Black children make more than 42 emergency 
room visits per 1,000 children, compared to less than 4 
visits per 1,000 children for their white counterparts.

•	 Mold complaints are more common in majority-black 
areas than elsewhere in the City.

•	 Most of the City’s air pollution sources are located in 
neighborhoods of color, and more building demolitions 
– which create harmful dust that may contain asbestos 
and lead – occur in majority-black neighborhoods.  

•	 Black households in St. Louis are disproportionately 
affected by energy burdens (the percentage of income 
spent on utilities), far exceeding the citywide median.

•	 Black residents of St. Louis are almost twice as likely to 
have limited access to healthy food as white residents 
because there are no supermarkets in close proximity 
and they are more likely to have limited access to a 
vehicle or adequate public transit to reach more distant 
grocery stores.

•	 Majority-black neighborhoods experience most of the 
City’s illegal trash dumping.  

•	 More than 90 percent of the City’s exceptionally-large 
inventory of vacant properties are located in majority-
black neighborhoods.  

These issues are interrelated and impose multiple, 
cumulative burdens on the City’s black residents. Poorly 
maintained rental housing frequently subjects tenants to 
increased risks of exposure to lead and mold, as well as 
high utility bills. Neighborhoods containing many vacant 
properties are targeted by those seeking to illegally dump 
construction debris and other trash. Fixing these deeply-
rooted problems will require solutions that explicitly seek to 
eliminate environmental racism and achieve racial justice.

 

DUTCHTOWN SOUTH COMMUNITY CORPORATION’S COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT MANAGER SUNNI HUTTON AND “SO FRESH SO CLEAN SO CREATIVE” 
COMMUNITY CHAMPIONS EDUCATE RESIDENTS ABOUT RECYCLING AND WASTE STREAMS
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REVEREND RODRICK BURTON: WE NEED A 
MOVEMENT FOR CHANGE 
Reverend Rodrick Burton is the pastor of New Northside 
Missionary Baptist Church in Ward 27. “Many children 
in my congregation have asthma, and they need rescue 
inhalers to breathe when they have an asthma attack. 
However, you need a prescription to get those inhalers, 
and many people don’t have health care. The cost can be 
prohibitive too, with or without insurance. Some parents 
ask the church for help in getting inhalers for their 
children. Our children are being hospitalized and even 
dying of asthma, in part because they can’t get inhalers but 
also because it’s hard for people to get to medical clinics. St. 
Louis is a car town and these are areas where there is the 
least automobile access, so buses are the only way for many 
to get to life-saving treatment and supplies.”

This problem affects not only Rev. Burton’s congregation, 
but his family as well. Rev. Burton has “a wife and children 
who suffer from asthma and the suffering from it worsens 
and worsens each year.” Rev. Burton notes that air pollution 
is a particular problem for people with asthma. “Our air 
quality is bad, and climate change is causing longer and 
more intense pollen seasons. The air pollution and pollen 
both make things worse for people with asthma. Poor 
people have it coming and going. There are problems inside 
their homes – lead paint, mold – and then outside the 
air pollution is bad because of all of the coal-fired power 
plants, gas emissions and particles from highways, and the 
increasingly harsh pollen seasons.” 

Rev. Burton is also concerned about the limited food 
access for his community and congregation. “Two grocery 
stores closed in the past few years, and people in the 
community struggle to get groceries, let alone fresh fruit 
and vegetables. Many people don’t have cars and money 
to travel to buy fresh food, and instead get their food from 
small marts and discount stores that only sell packaged 
foods. There’s a bus that brings fresh food around; we need 
more of them.”

Illegal trash dumping is an ongoing problem, particularly 
on vacant properties. “We have been working on this with 
three different Aldermen over the years. Vacant homes are 
an eyesore and a daily reminder that you live in an area that 
is not prioritized. They also attract dumping; people dump 
a lot of construction and other waste in our neighborhoods. 
The City seems quicker to respond to problems in the 
Central West End than in majority black neighborhoods in 
North St. Louis, and it’s not for lack of political leadership 
on this.”

Rev. Burton’s church responded to the challenge of high 
energy bills by installing solar panels on the roof of the 
church. That enables them to save about $3,000 each year 
on their electricity bills.

Rev. Burton emphasizes the importance of economics. 
“If you’re not including economics, then the conversation 
about justice is just talk. We have benign neglect, 
intentional neglect, and economic neglect, and it’s affecting 
everybody. If you’re not walking the walk in your finances, 
then you’re not really doing it.”

Rev. Burton’s church is hosting a Green the Church summit 
in St. Louis in October, to encourage African-American 
churches to address environmental justice. “These are 
issues they’ve been dealing with but haven’t had the 
language. People need to be part of this movement, or they 
already are and don’t know it.”
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INTRODUCTION

This report calls out environmental racism—“the disproportionate impact of 
environmental hazards on people of color”1—in St. Louis. While these disparities have 
been part of the long-standing discriminatory and profit-driven policies and practices 
known too well by black St. Louisans, the issue of environmental racism has rarely been 
addressed in the City. 
At least three recent reports—For the Sake of All,2 
Segregation in St. Louis: Dismantling the Divide,3  and Equity 
Indicators4—document the heavy health, economic, and 
quality of life burdens that the St. Louis region imposes 
on its black residents. This report complements those by 
focusing on the burdens related to environmental factors.  

It should come as no surprise that black St. Louisans are 
disproportionately harmed by lead poisoning, asthma, mold, 

and high energy costs—all of which are associated with 
factors such as substandard housing conditions and air 
pollution—due to living near industrial facilities, highways, 
and building demolitions. In addition, the City’s focus on 
enhancing majority-white areas has left majority-black 
areas without adequate access to public transit or healthy 
food, and with high concentrations of vacant properties and 
illegal trash dumping. 
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While this report largely uses statistics and maps to 
highlight various elements of environmental racism, 
its overarching concern is how harshly these injustices 
impact the daily lives of thousands of St. Louisans. Like 
many others: M.J.’s family rushes to the emergency room 
with asthma flare-ups due to unsafe housing conditions; 
Kaliah West’s daughter still suffers the effects of early 
childhood lead exposure; Janice Rideout ends up in court in a 
frustrating effort to get her landlord to fix the extensive mold 
in her apartment; a South Side resident faces exorbitant 
electricity bills and her landlord refuses her pleas for help 
in identifying the problem; Tonja Bulley struggles to find 
adequate transportation, requiring her to take three buses 
to get to work and rely on family and friends to go to the 
grocery store; and Regina Dennis-Nana describes how 
institutional racism contributes to illegal trash dumping and 
undermines community pride. Reverend Rodrick Burton 
sees the cumulative impact of environmental injustice on 
his parishioners. Although people like Tosha Phonix and 
Tyrean Lewis have stepped up to provide healthy food to 
communities that otherwise lack access to it, so much more 
needs to be done to address the systemic, institutional 
forces that place such heavy and disproportionate burdens 
on the City’s black residents.

Institutional racism in St. Louis has deep roots. Missouri 
entered the Union in 1821 as a slave state.5 The Old 
Courthouse downtown is known for the Dred Scott case, 
in which the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that descendants 
of slaves were not “citizens,” had no rights under the 
Constitution, and could not use the courts to sue for their 
freedom.6 St. Louis was a major slave auctioning center 
in the 1850s and “free” blacks needed licenses to live 
in the city, were banned from voting, and faced housing 
restrictions, curfews, bans on education, and other 
discriminatory forces.7 

St. Louis has long been one of the most segregated cities 
in the country. Named one of the most “hypersegregated” 
cities in the U.S. in 1980,8 it was the seventh-most 
segregated city in 2000 as well as throughout the period 
2013-2017.9 This segregation is caused not only by 
discriminatory acts of individuals and corporations, but 
also by government policies and practices. As the St. Louis-
based federal appeals court said in a 1974 case involving 
the effort by the then all-white City of Black Jack to prevent 
the construction of integrated housing, “segregated housing 

in the St. Louis metropolitan area was ‘in large measure 
the result of deliberate racial discrimination in the housing 
market by the real estate industry and by agencies of the 
federal, state, and local governments.’”10  

The City of St. Louis has long used its planning and zoning 
powers not only to enforce racial segregation, but also 
to confine blacks to areas with greater environmental 
and health risks, including industrial areas with polluting 
facilities.11 In addition, the City has historically focused its 
urban development and code enforcement efforts primarily 
on majority-white areas and cleared majority-black areas of 
residences for various development projects or allowed them 
to deteriorate.12 As the federal appeals court observed in the 
Black Jack case: “The concentration of blacks in the city and 
in pockets in the county is accompanied by the confinement 
of a disproportionate number of them in overcrowded or 
substandard accommodations.”13  

Reflecting what Manning Marable terms the “symbiotic 
processes of institutional racism and capital accumulation 
[that] affect all American working and poor people,”14  
systemic forces have placed a disproportionate share of 
blacks in poverty and thereby aggravated their exposure to 
environmental injustice. Blacks in the St. Louis area are and 
have historically been more than three times as likely to be 
living in poverty as whites.15  

The 1987 groundbreaking study, Toxic Wastes and Race 
in the United States, called out St. Louis as one of six 
cities with both large black populations and high numbers 
of uncontrolled toxic waste sites.16 This history is by no 
means behind us. As Reverend Burton explains below, his 
parishioners in the 27th Ward—a majority-black and low-
income area in the northwestern part of the City—face 
multiple environmental challenges, compounded by poverty 
and limited access to adequate health care and other 
necessities. 
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1. LEAD POISONING

Although the City of St. Louis started prioritizing childhood lead poisoning in the early 
1970s, and various programs and funding commitments have come and gone in the 
nearly 50 years since,17 this preventable yet devastating problem persists today.  
It harms predominantly the City’s black children, who are  
2.4 times more likely than white children to test positive 
for lead in their blood and accounted for more than 70% 
of children found to suffer from lead poisoning in 2016.19  
As shown in Figure 1.1 below, four of the five wards with 
the highest childhood lead poisoning rates in 2017 were 
majority-black (Wards 1, 4, 20, and 21), compared to just 
one of the six wards with the lowest childhood lead poisoning 
rates (Ward 19). 

Compounding these racial disparities is the fact that the City 
of St. Louis as a whole suffers disproportionately  
from childhood lead poisoning.21 Children in the City are  
twice as likely to have lead poisoning as children statewide  
in Missouri.22 

One factor contributing to the City’s high levels of childhood 
lead poisoning is the fact that nearly 90% of the City’s 

homes were built before 198023 and therefore likely contain 
lead paint because lead paint was not banned for use in 
housing until 1978.24  By contrast, just over half  
of the homes in Missouri—and nationwide—were built  
before 1980.25  

However, housing age does not explain the racial disparities 
in childhood lead poisoning in St. Louis. As Figure 1.2 shows, 
in several wards in South St. Louis which have a very high 
percentage of pre-1980 homes and are majority-white, 
childhood lead poisoning rates are very low compared to 
Wards in other areas that also have a high percentage of 
pre-1980 homes but are majority-black. For example, even 
though they have similar percentages of pre-1980 homes, in 
2017 less than 2% of children tested in majority-white 

FIGURE 1.1. CHILDHOOD LEAD POISONING RATES BY WARD, 201720

FIGURE 1.2. PERCENTAGE OF HOMES BUILT BEFORE 1980 AND CHILDHOOD 
LEAD POISONING RATES BY WARD, 201728  
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Wards 10, 16, 23, and 24 were lead poisoned compared to 
over 10% of the children tested in majority-black Wards 1, 4, 
20, and 21.26 Therefore, although building age is a factor  
in childhood lead poisoning rates, factors such as inadequate 
building maintenance and other underlying unsafe housing 
conditions likely contribute to lead exposure disparities in  
St. Louis.27

In addition, as Figure 1.3 shows, the areas with the highest 
childhood lead poisoning rates are also typically areas where 
a sizeable portion of the population is living below the federal 
poverty level. These areas, too, tend to be majority-black.29   

As the City’s Health Department stated in its most recent 
lead poisoning report, “lead poisoning has been occurring 
much longer and the rates continue to be higher in the 
northern section of the city and southern along highway 
55.”31 The prevalence of lead poisoning in black children, 
with its lifelong injuries, reflects long-term and ongoing racial 
discrimination that results in less opportunity for home 
ownership, greater poverty, and greater concentration of 
blacks in areas with poor housing conditions and landlords 
who fail or refuse to abate lead hazards.32 

Some Americans face a ‘triple whammy’ of increased risk 
based on poverty, race, and place. Evidence dating back to 
the 1970s has shown that lead poisoning rates are higher 
in inner cities and low-income and minority neighborhoods 
than in white, affluent, and suburban neighborhoods. … [G]
overnment-supported suburban development and racial 
segregation after World War II contributed to lead poisoning 
by concentrating minority families in substandard urban 
housing. … [D]iscriminatory government policies effectively 
excluded minority families from buying homes in suburban 
neighborhoods, leaving them trapped in cities, where a 
vicious cycle of deterioration and disinvestment exacerbated 
lead hazards.33 

FIGURE 1.3. PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS LIVING IN POVERTY AND 
CHILDHOOD LEAD POISONING RATES BY WARD, 201730

THE DANGERS OF LEAD POISONING
There is no safe level of exposure to lead,34 and it is 
especially harmful to children.35 Childhood lead 
poisoning can cause permanent damage to the brain 
and nervous system, make it more difficult to learn 
and pay attention, and slow a child’s growth and 
development.36 Lead poisoning can also cause learning 
disabilities, behavioral and emotional problems, and 
aggression, resulting in increased school drop-out 
rates, suspensions, and delinquency as well as criminal 
activity and violence.37 Children are most likely to get 
lead poisoning when lead from household paint gets 
into household dust, the dust gets on children’s hands, 
toys, or other objects, and children place those things in 
their mouths.38 Because lead poisoning has no obvious 
symptoms, a blood test is needed to determine whether a 
child is suffering from lead poisoning.39  

KALIAH WEST: A MOTHER’S UNWANTED 
DISCOVERY
Ms. Kaliah West is a current resident of University City, 
where she lives with her daughter and uncle. From 1 to 
2 years of age, Kaliah’s daughter resided in North City 
with her grandmother while Kaliah was incarcerated. 
During that time, her daughter suffered from lead 
exposure, something Kaliah did not discover until her 
release. Five years have passed since the exposure to 
dangerous conditions in the grandmother’s home, and 
her daughter’s blood lead levels have returned to normal. 
Kaliah reports that her daughter still experiences 
behavioral issues, a common side effect of lead exposure. 
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2. ASTHMA

Residents of the St. Louis region have long experienced high asthma rates.40 Within the 
region, the asthma burden is felt most heavily in the City of St. Louis.41 And within the 
City, the burden falls most heavily on black residents. 
Several of the factors explored later in this report—including 
mold and air pollution—together with poor quality housing 
and limited access to preventive health care contribute to 
the significant racial disparity for asthma.42 As Figure 2.1 

shows, black St. Louisans made 8.5 times more visits to 
the emergency room (per 1,000 residents) for asthma than 
did white St. Louisans between 2010 and 2015.43 The gap 
is even wider among the City’s children. Black children in 
St. Louis made 10.8 times more emergency room visits for 
asthma (42.44 visits per 1,000 children) than did white 
children (3.93 visits per 1,000 children) in 2015.44 The 
City’s 2018 Equity Indicators Baseline Report gave St. Louis 
the lowest possible score for racial inequity (1 out of 100) 
regarding childhood asthma.45 

The zip code comparisons in Figures 2.2 and 2.3 further 
demonstrate the racial disparity for asthma in St. Louis. As 
shown in Figure 2.2, the zip codes with the highest number 
of emergency room visits due to asthma in 2015—63106 
and 63107 in North City and 63118 in South City—are 
majority-black. Furthermore, all zip codes in North City, 
which are all majority-black, were in the two highest tiers 
for asthma emergency room visit rates in 2015. In contrast, 

FIGURE 2.2. NUMBER OF EMERGENCY ROOM VISITS (PER 1,000 RESIDENTS) 
DUE TO ASTHMA BY ZIP CODE, 201548 

FIGURE 2.3. NUMBER OF HOSPITALIZATIONS (PER 10,000 RESIDENTS) DUE 
TO ASTHMA BY ZIP CODE, 2012-201449 

FIGURE 2.1. NUMBER OF EMERGENCY ROOM VISITS (PER 1,000 RESIDENTS) 
DUE TO ASTHMA IN ST. LOUIS BY RACE, 2010-201546 
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the zip codes with the lowest asthma emergency room visit 
rates in 2015 are either majority-white (63109 and 63139) 
or have no racial majority (63108).47 

Similarly, as shown in Figure 2.3, asthma hospitalization 
rates were highest in six majority-black zip codes in North 
City and lowest in three majority-white zip codes in South 
City between 2012 and 2014.

These racial disparities in asthma within the City’s 
population are further magnified when comparing St. Louis 
with surrounding counties and the rest of the state. As 
shown in Figure 2.4, asthma-related emergency room visit 
rates were significantly higher in 2015 for City residents 
than for residents of St. Louis County, St. Charles County, 
and the state of Missouri. However, this burden is borne 
disproportionately by the City’s black residents, while the 
City’s white residents actually fare better than whites 
statewide. The asthma-related emergency room visit rate 
for white City residents (2.9 visits per 1,000 residents) 
is well below the statewide average (5.3 visits per 1,000 
residents).50 In sharp contrast, the rate for black City 
residents (24.7 visits per 1,000 residents) is about 4.6 times 
higher than the statewide average.51 

THE IMPACTS OF ASTHMA
Asthma is a lung disease which makes it harder to 
breathe due to swollen or enflamed airways.53 While 
asthma has no cure and can be life-threatening, with 
good medical care it can be managed.54 Unfortunately, 
lack of access to adequate medical care also 
disproportionately affects minority communities.55  
Common asthma triggers include air pollution, stress, 
illness, smoking, and exposure to allergens such as 
mold, pollen, dust, dust mites, and pets.56 At least 
two of those triggers—air pollution and mold—also 
disproportionately affect black St. Louisans. 

M.J.’S FAMILY STRUGGLES WITH ASTHMA
M.J. is a mother to a 22-year-old son who has had 
asthma for many years. When they moved into their 
current apartment in Dutchtown, M.J.’s son had a flare 
up right away and went to the hospital. He was treated, 
stayed overnight, and then was better. Afterwards, his 
6-year-old step-daughter, who was then staying with 
M.J. and her son, had an asthma attack and had to go 
to the emergency room. The step-daughter never had 
asthma before this. 

M.J.’s son switched bedrooms with his step-daughter, 
and he had an asthma attack and had to go to the 
emergency room. They suspected that the room might 
be triggering the asthma attacks, and found what looked 
like mold in the corner. M.J.’s son now has to use his 
inhaler again, and his step-daughter is using both an 
inhaler and a breathing machine. M.J. has told her 
landlord about the mold, but he hasn’t yet responded. 
The last time she found mold in another room, the 
landlord told her he would give her some paint to cover it 
up, but that didn’t solve the mold problem.

M.J.’s family’s health is put at risk by unsafe housing 
conditions that are difficult if not impossible to detect 
before signing a lease.

FIGURE 2.4. COMPARISON OF ASTHMA-RELATED EMERGENCY ROOM VISIT 
RATES FOR ST. LOUIS CITY, ST. LOUIS AND ST. CHARLES COUNTIES, AND 

MISSOURI, 201552
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3. MOLD

Mold disproportionately impacts black St. Louisans. As Figure 3.1 shows, all but one of 
the City’s majority-black wards had at least 6 interior mold complaints to the Citizens’ 
Service Bureau in 2018, and 70% of the wards with 6 or more interior mold complaints 
were majority-black.57  
Mold was the third-most common complaint referred to 
Community Sanitation by the Citizens’ Service Bureau in 
2016.59  Further, in a major 2011 allergy study, St. Louis tied 
for the 6th worst major city in the US for patients showing 
sensitization to mold, with 16% of patients having a mold 
sensitization.60   

Mold is a particularly challenging problem to address 
because it is expensive to remove, there are no legal 
standards for mold exposure, and landlords often refuse to 
do anything about it.61 Table 3.1 shows cost estimates for 
mold sampling, identification, and remediation. Because of 
the high costs to remediate mold, landlords often refuse to 
do it, and a lawsuit to force a landlord to do so is likely to 
cost thousands of dollars, requiring substantial legal work, 
expert testimony, and one or more medical visits.62 With the 
majority of the City’s residents living in rental housing and 
over a fifth of the City’s population living below the federal 
poverty level,63 addressing mold is out of reach for many 
who are most affected by it.

WHY MOLD MATTERS
Mold exposure can cause or make worse the following 
symptoms: nasal and sinus congestion, cough/sore 
throat, chest tightness, breathing difficulty, nosebleed, 
upper respiratory tract infection, headache, skin 
irritation and eye irritation.65 Mold can also trigger an 
asthma attack.66  

Mold-Related 
Activity

Low Estimate 
of Cost 

High Estimate 
of Cost

Airborne Mold 
Sampling

$70 $150

Complete Mold and 
Moisture Inspection

$290 $1040

Professional Mold 
Remediation

$1100 $3400+

FIGURE 3.1. INTERIOR MOLD COMPLAINTS TO THE CITIZENS’ SERVICE 
BUREAU BY WARD, 201858

TABLE 3.1. AVERAGE COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH MOLD IN THE HOME64 
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JANICE RIDEOUT’S BATTLE TO RID HER 
APARTMENT OF MOLD
After Janice Rideout became the guardian of her 13- and 
11-year old grandsons, she moved into a larger apartment 
in her Dutchtown neighborhood. She noticed water on the 
floor, and at first thought it was from the garbage disposal, 
which she knew had to be replaced. But then the water 
problem got a lot worse, and she traced the water back 
to the kitchen pantry. There was black mold all over the 
ceiling and a little on the walls. In the bedroom, the paint 
was buckling and she could see moisture there too. A 
leaking roof was to blame.

Ms. Rideout told her landlord about the mold, but he didn’t 
find a roofer in his price range and didn’t fix the problem. 
She withheld her rent and called the City’s building 
inspector, which saw the mold and sent the landlord a 
citation. She also called the health department, and they 
also found the mold. The landlord retaliated against her 
and got an emergency eviction order. When they went 
to court, the judge assigned a mediator, but the landlord 
refused to fix the mold problem and the meditation didn’t 
resolve things. The case went to trial, and Ms. Rideout 
won. She told the judge that she didn’t want to stay in the 
apartment but needed time to find a new place. She has 
since moved, and doesn’t know whether the landlord ever 
fixed the mold problem.

KALIAH WEST’S REPEATED ENCOUNTERS WITH MOLD
Kaliah West found mold in several of her former homes. 
She also suffers from asthma. Mold makes her symptoms 
worse, sometimes triggering asthma attacks severe enough 
to land her in the emergency room. Past landlords failed 
to address the issue, forcing Kaliah to relocate herself 
and her young daughter. Like many tenants, Kaliah had 
no choice but to either live with the mold, or seek another 
apartment elsewhere. But for people like Kaliah, finding 
a new apartment without a mold problem is a difficult 

proposition. Kaliah was convicted of a felony in 2007. She 
served her time, but still faces repercussions. Kaliah has 
difficulty finding employment because of her record, and 
many landlords do not want to rent to a person with a felony 
conviction. We believe that people in this country deserve 
second chances, Kaliah says, but “where’s my second 
chance? The only places I can get are places that are not 
decent, because of my background. I refuse to accept that.”
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4. AIR POLLUTION

Black St. Louisans are exposed to air 
pollution from industries and power plants,  
vehicles, and building demolitions. St. 
Louis has been in violation of the federal 
health-based air standard for ozone since 
1979,68 and violated the federal health-
based standard for fine particle pollution 
from 2005 through 2017.69  
Particle pollution—small inhalable particles found in the air, 
such as organic compounds, metals, dust, pollen, and mold— 
contributes to premature death, heart attacks, aggravated 
asthma, and reduced lung function.70  	

As Figure 4.1 shows, most air pollution sources in St. 
Louis are located in neighborhoods of color. The blue dots 
represent sources that have air pollution permits or are 
otherwise regulated by the EPA, state, and local air pollution 
agencies, and the darker shades of red indicate areas with 
high percentages of residents of color. A cluster of polluting 
sources is particularly evident along the Mississippi River, in 
areas with high percentages of residents of color.

In addition, with vehicles creating unhealthy air pollution,72 it 
is noteworthy that many areas bordering the major highways 
are majority-black, as shown in Figure 4.2. 

Building demolitions also add harmful air pollution to St. 
Louis neighborhoods.74 Concentrations of harmful dust 
can be 3 to 11 times higher than normal levels at sites 
downwind of demolitions.75 If not done properly, demolitions 
also spread lead and/or asbestos into the surrounding 
neighborhood.76 Figure 4.3 shows both the majority-
black neighborhoods in St. Louis and each neighborhood’s 
percentage of the 3,025 total demolition permits issued 
citywide between 2014 and 2019. 77 Lead exposure is 
of particular concern in Wells/Goodfellow (232 permits 
issued), Walnut Park East (182 permits issued), and Baden 
(179 permits issued).78 More permits were issued in North 
City and the Dutchtown neighborhood—which have high 
concentrations of black residents—than in other areas of  
the City.

Students and teachers at the Gateway school complex in 
North City complained for months during the 2017-2018 
school year about asthma and breathing problems that 

FIGURE 4.1. AIR POLLUTION SOURCES AND PERCENT RESIDENTS OF  
COLOR BY WARD71

FIGURE 4.2. EXPOSURE TO AIR POLLUTION FROM VEHICLE TRAFFIC BY WARD73 
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appeared to be caused by nearby demolitions at the National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency site and dumping of the 
debris at the old Pruitt-Igoe site.79

There are too few air pollution monitoring stations in 
St. Louis81 to allow for comparisons of air pollution in 
different neighborhoods. However, the locations of air 
pollution sources, vehicle emissions, and demolitions all 
indicate that minority communities in St. Louis are being 
disproportionately exposed to harmful air pollution.

FIGURE 4.3. PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL DEMOLITION PERMITS BY 
NEIGHBORHOOD, 2014-201980 

HEALTH RISKS OF AIR POLLUTION
Ozone pollution—the primary component of smog, 
which occurs when pollutants from vehicles, power 
plants, and other sources chemically react in the 
presence of sunlight—causes more frequent asthma 
attacks, and worsens lung diseases such emphysema 
and chronic bronchitis.82 Ozone pollution also causes 
breathing difficulty, lung infections, damage to lungs 
and airways, coughing, and sore throats.83 Other health 
effects related to air pollution include cardiovascular 
diseases and adverse birth outcomes, such as low 
birth weight and pre-term birth.84 Recent studies 
indicate that air pollution may also affect diabetes and 
neurological development in children.85 Globally,  
4.2 million premature deaths occur each year due to  
air pollution.86  
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5. HOME ENERGY COSTS

“Energy burden” refers to the percentage of household income spent on utilities.87  
As shown in Figure 5.1, low-income, black, and renting households in St. Louis face 
significantly higher energy burdens than the St. Louis population at large.88  
In addition, nearly 52% of low-income households and 
46% of black households in St. Louis face energy burdens 
that are more than twice the citywide median.90 These 
disproportionate burdens are reflected nationwide. Across 
the country, about one-half of all low-income households 
and about one-half of all black households have trouble 
paying energy bills or maintaining adequate heating and 
cooling.91 Of the 48 largest cities in the United States, 
St. Louis places the 6th highest energy burden on black 
households.92 

Poor housing quality, which includes energy inefficiency, 
contributes to these high energy burdens. Low-income, 
renting, black, and Latino households pay above-average 
energy costs per square foot due to less-efficient housing.93  
Inefficient—and therefore needlessly costly—energy use 
is caused by poor insulation, air leaks, and old or inefficient 
heating and cooling systems and appliances.94 When 
tenants pay for utilities, landlords lack financial incentives 
to provide newer, more efficient appliances or to invest in 
improvements such as better insulation.95 Additionally, low-
income homeowners cannot afford to upgrade their homes 
and make them more efficient—an investment that pays off 
down the road but requires an upfront payment.96  

These disparities exist despite several programs aimed at 
alleviating the energy burden on low-income households. 
The federal government’s Weatherization Assistance 
Program provides services such as installing insulation, 
sealing and repairing ducts, and tuning and repairing heating 
and cooling units.97 These upgrades can reduce the cost 
of fuel, electricity, and/or natural gas by upwards of 25 
percent per dwelling.98 Eligibility for this program is based 
on income; for example, a four-person household is eligible 
with an annual income of no more than $49,200.99 The 
State of Missouri also provides limited bill-paying assistance 
to low-income households through the federally-funded 
Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program.100 The 
program pays a maximum of $300 from June to September 
and $800 from November to May.101 However, the funding 
only reaches 20-25% of eligible households.102 In addition, 
Ameren offers rebates and home energy audits for home 
energy efficiency upgrades for qualifying customers.103,104  
There is also some bill support funded by Ameren’s 
ratepayers.105  

However, these programs are not protecting low-income 
households from crushing energy costs. For example, funds 
in the state’s Low-Income Home Energy Assistance  
Program fell $23 million short of ensuring that St. Louisans 
living 50% below the poverty level could afford their  
energy bills in 2018.106 

FIGURE 5.1: MEDIAN ENERGY BURDENS OF LOW-INCOME, BLACK, AND RENTING 
HOUSEHOLDS IN ST. LOUIS COMPARED TO THE CITYWIDE MEDIAN89 

THE MANY COSTS OF HIGH ENERGY BURDENS
When utility bills take a large share of one’s income, 
some people cut back on basic necessities like food and 
medicine.107 People also cut back on heating and cooling, 
keeping their homes too cold in the winter or too hot  
in the summer to be healthy or safe.108  Some lose  
heating and cooling completely when the utility cuts  
off service or equipment breaks and the household 
cannot get it fixed.109 
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KALIAH WEST: “I WONDER WHY IT COSTS SO 
MUCH ... THEY GIVE US A GRAPH ON OUR BILL 
BUT WE DON’T UNDERSTAND THAT STUFF.”
Kaliah West and her daughter moved into an apartment 
in November, only to discover that the heat was not 
working. Her landlord was unresponsive, not bothering 
to fix the heating until February. In the interim, she 
and her daughter coped by using their oven to warm the 
home, receiving electricity bills that sometimes were 
over $600, money that Kaliah did not have. The electric 
companies were unsympathetic. Extensions are hard to 
come by. When Kaliah called her electric company, she 
was met with little help and told to borrow the money if 
she had to.

“The way they treated me was just awful. They know 
my background. They know I have a felony. They know 
my credit isn’t good. And so they think they can get away 
with not dealing with issues.”

That summer, Kaliah discovered that the A/C also was 
not working, though that was fixed after two or three 
weeks. When it got cold again the following fall, the heat 
again stopped working and was never fixed. Kaliah has a 
lawsuit pending against her landlord. 

A SOUTHSIDE RESIDENT’S STRUGGLES WITH 
HIGH ENERGY BILLS
Three months after moving into her new apartment, a 
South Side resident’s electric bills suddenly increased 
to four or five times their previous levels. She called 
her electric company to ask them to check the meter. 
The company would not come out unless invited by the 
landlord and the landlord would not agree. Although 
rent for her four-bedroom apartment is $700, her 
electric bills are frequently as high as $500-$700 each 
month, with occasional “low” bills in the $200-$300 
range. Although she has found partial bill assistance 
through charitable organizations and reduces her use 
of electricity to the absolute minimum – sometimes 
avoiding using the stove or oven to cook meals for her 
family – she continues to receive extremely high electric 
bills. Her landlord and electric company are not willing 
or able to correct the issue.
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6. FOOD APARTHEID: LIMITED ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD

Black residents of St. Louis are almost 
twice as likely to have limited access to 
healthy food as white residents—11.9% of 
black residents compared to 6.3% of white 
residents.110 Food justice advocates have 
termed this phenomenon “food apartheid” 
to reflect the role of systemic racism in 
engineering this result.111  
Food apartheid in St. Louis is largely due to two factors: (1) 
there are few grocery stores and markets with fresh food 
in majority-black parts of the City; and (2) it is difficult for 
people to reach more distant stores because many do not 
own cars and are poorly served by public transportation. 

Figure 6.1 shows that many of the City’s census tracts that 
are low-income and have low supermarket access—meaning 
a significant share of the population lives more than a half 
mile (or mile) from the nearest supermarket—are in North 
City.112 It also shows that most of those tracts are majority-
black. Even in South City, where there are fewer majority-
black census tracts, the tracts that are majority-black tend 
also to be low-income and have low supermarket access.

As shown in Figure 6.2, most of the City’s census tracts 
with low vehicle availability correspond with neighborhoods 
in which the population lives more than a half mile from the 
nearest supermarket. Unsurprisingly, most of these tracts 
are also majority-black.114 “Perhaps the best measure of 
whether someone who lives far from a grocery store faces 
obstacles to accessing affordable and nutritious food is 
whether or not he or she has a car. Access to a car allows 
people to leave the food desert and shop at supermarkets 
and large grocery stores outside of their neighborhoods.”115 

FIGURE 6.1. LOW-INCOME CENSUS TRACTS WITH LOW SUPERMARKET 
ACCESS113 

FIGURE 6.2. CENSUS TRACTS WITH LOW VEHICLE AVAILABILITY TO ACCESS 
HEALTHY FOOD116

WHY HEALTHY FOOD ACCESS MATTERS
“Access to healthy food is associated with lower risk for 
obesity and other diet-related chronic diseases.”122 Black 
St. Louisans have less access to healthy food and higher 
rates of diet-related chronic diseases than whites. “In St. 
Louis City, 38% of African American adults are obese” 
compared to 27% of white City residents.123 In addition, 
“14% of African Americans have been diagnosed with 
diabetes compared with 11% of whites.”124 Furthermore, 
“for each chronic disease type, African Americans have 
a higher rate of death compared to whites.”125
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Although public transportation can potentially increase 
mobility in residential areas with low vehicle availability, 
the St. Louis Metro (“Metro”) transit system prioritizes 
commercial areas over residential areas. When Metro 
released its first long-range plan in 2010, it noted that focus 
group participants identified expansion of services into 
North and South City as top priorities.117 Although Metro has 
since opened a new transit center in North County,118 it has 
not yet expanded service in North City. The leader of a recent 
study regarding possible MetroLink light-rail expansion into 
North and South City emphasized the problems with the 
existing service: “There is a demand for transit in this area, 
and there is a need for transit. Proportionally, more study 
area residents use transit to commute and don’t have access 
to a car, compared to other areas across the city and region. 
We’re trying to connect people to jobs.”119

Small-scale food retailers, urban agriculture, and mobile 
markets are working to improve healthy food access 
for St. Louisans. City Greens Market in the Forest Park 
Southeast neighborhood is a small food retail outlet that 
started in 2004. It sells produce to low-income families at 
wholesale prices. Gateway Greening supports community 
gardens throughout St. Louis. Urban Harvest and Good 
Life Growing—both urban agriculture operations—grow 
produce for distribution throughout the City, focusing on 
communities with low access to healthy food.120 Urban 
Harvest does this in part through its MetroMarket, a 
refurbished city bus that services “low income, high need 
communities”121 in North St. Louis. The bus makes three 
scheduled stops: in JeffVanderLou, North County, and Carr 
Square. Despite these and other promising programs and 
initiatives, more needs to be done to address disparities in 
healthy food access in St. Louis.

TOSHA PHONIX, 
FOOD JUSTICE 
ORGANIZER
Tosha Phonix, Food 
Justice Organizer at 
the Missouri Coalition 
for the Environment, 
highlights the hard 
work and potential of 
urban growers in St. 
Louis. Tosha works with about 25 growers in North City, 
North County, and the Metro East. She helps them find 
ways to access land, establish farms, and create value-
added products from what they grow. According to 
Tosha, “Food justice is not like any other social activism 
you’ve seen—it takes into account all social ills.”

As Tosha points out, “there is food in these 
communities, it’s just not anything worth eating.” Fast 
food restaurants and corner stores simply do not offer 
the whole, nutritious foods that make up a healthy diet. 
In 2011, a local partnership started the St. Louis Healthy 
Corner Store Project to change this, but the project has 
faced resistance in many communities because corner 
stores have a reputation for being hubs of illegal activity. 
There also are concerns about cleanliness, and the 
produce offered at corner stores often is overpriced or 
expired. “You can bring fresh produce into corner stores 
but if the community doesn’t have a good relationship 
with the store, they’re not gonna come in and buy it.”

Looking at the maps showing food access in St. Louis 
City, “you would think that no one is doing the work, 
but that’s not true. If people aren’t in tune, they’ll never 
know about city growers, but you have amazing people 
in your community doing amazing things.” Local 
growers don’t just provide healthy food; they encourage 
communities to take ownership of their neighborhood 
by making them safer and more self-sufficient.

Tosha notes that while local growers are bringing 
healthy food to some City residents, it’s very hard 
for others to get to grocery stores. “Some buses only 
come once an hour, and you have to time your trip very 
carefully to catch the return bus. It’s especially difficult 
when you work during the day. It takes a lot of time 
to go grocery shopping by bus, and the buses run less 
frequently in the evenings and on weekends. The whole 
system is jacked up and inconvenient.”
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TONJA BULLEY’S TRANSPORTATION STRUGGLES
Tonja Bulley is a resident of the Greater Ville neighborhood 
in St. Louis City. She grew up in the City then moved out to 
the County to raise her children. She relocated back to the 
City because rent is much more affordable. Ms. Bulley cares 
for her aunt who suffers from Alzheimer’s disease and 
works as a home health aide.

Recently, Ms. Bulley had to start using public 
transportation because she does not have a vehicle. What 
was previously a twenty-minute car ride to work now takes 

over an hour and requires three separate buses. Bus fare 
is costly and adds up. Often, Ms. Bulley asks family and 
friends for a ride but feels burdensome. However, she would 
rather catch a ride to the grocery store than shop at a local 
corner store. Ms. Bulley emphasized the high-priced foods 
and poor treatment of customers by management.

SPOTLIGHT ON HERU URBAN FARMING
Tyrean Lewis is the founder and president of Heru Urban 
Farming and Garden. Its mission is to provide quality 
organic food and herbal supply for under-resourced and 
health-stricken areas within urban communities. The 
project started in 2018 with three lots in the Kingsway 
West neighborhood in Ward 1, where 33% of the population 
lives below the poverty line. Most of the residents are 
elderly and lack reliable transportation. The community 
was excited to learn about and help out with the urban 
farm. This pilot farm was so successful that Heru Urban 
Farming acquired four more lots in the College Hill 
neighborhood in Ward 3, where 41% of the residents live 
below the poverty line. Tyrean is excited to see what 
the second year in operation will bring because the first 
exceeded expectations.
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7. VACANT PROPERTIES

St. Louis has an unusually high number of vacant properties, primarily in North City and 
in the southeastern portions of the City.126 More than 40% of the City’s census tracts 
have at least 10% vacant properties, ranking St. Louis as one of the worst cities in the 
nation for “hypervacancy.”127 The situation has gotten progressively worse in recent 
decades.128 The City’s vacant properties, which include both abandoned structures and 
vacant land, impose heavy burdens on nearby residents. 
Unlike the decades of reinvestment that benefitted the 
City’s majority-white central corridor, majority-black areas 
like North City have been left to decline through benign 
neglect.129 Among the forces contributing to vacancy 
are disinvestment in majority-black and low-income 
neighborhoods, and other discriminatory public policies and 
practices, including “redlining and predatory or negligent 
investors.”130 As shown in Figure 7.1, vacant properties are 
overwhelmingly located in majority-black areas. Upwards 
of 90% of the City’s vacant properties are in majority-black 
neighborhoods,131 with just three of those neighborhoods—
Wells Goodfellow, Jeff Vanderlou, and Greater Ville—
containing about 25% of all the vacant properties in  
the City.132 Each of these neighborhoods is more than  
97% black.133  

Abandoned buildings may contain asbestos in insulation 
and in floor and ceiling tiles, lead-based paint, and, in the 
case of commercial or industrial buildings, oil, PCBs, or other 
chemicals.135 The longer abandoned buildings are left to 
deteriorate, the more likely they are to grow dangerous mold, 
especially in humid areas such as St. Louis. In addition, as 
discussed in the Air Pollution section above, the demolition 
of vacant buildings exposes residents to harmful dust, lead, 
and/or asbestos.136

FIGURE 7.1. VACANT PROPERTIES IN ST. LOUIS134

DANGERS POSED BY VACANT PROPERTIES
Vacant properties harm their surrounding 
neighborhoods in physical, economic, and emotional 
ways. “[T]hese dangerous structures are a breeding 
ground for unsafe, and sometimes criminal activities 
that have been known to lead to traumatic narratives 
of suffering and even death.”137 Vacant properties also 
reduce the property values of surrounding homes, and 
are a drain on limited taxpayer dollars.138 In addition, 
vacant properties are demoralizing to neighborhood 
residents.139 
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8. ILLEGAL TRASH DUMPING

One consequence of the City’s high 
vacancy rate is that deteriorating 
buildings and untended lots are 
attractive targets for those seeking to 
dump trash. Unscrupulous contractors, 
many from outside of the City, illegally 
dump construction waste, used tires, 
and other trash rather than pay to use 
licensed disposal facilities.140 This is one 
of many costs of disinvestment in the 
City’s majority-black and low-income 
neighborhoods.
In 2017, 22,000 tons of trash were illegally dumped on 
City streets and in alleys—compared to 9,000 tons of 
trash dropped off by individuals at the City’s two transfer 
stations.141 Measured by complaints to the City’s Citizens’ 
Service Bureau, most of this dumping occurred in majority-
black neighborhoods.142 As Figure 8.1 shows, all six 
neighborhoods with the most illegal dumping complaints 
in 2017 were majority-black: Baden, Dutchtown, Greater 
Ville, Penrose, Walnut Park East, and Wells Goodfellow.

The City has begun targeting illegal dumping by increasing 
enforcement, including posting surveillance cameras 
and hiring police officers to work overtime.144 It is not yet 
apparent that this has reduced the problem, and there 
are many community concerns regarding increased law 
enforcement presence and surveillance in low-income black 
communities. 

Complaints from Dutchtown residents regarding illegal 
dumping have increased by more than 20% since 2015.145 
The Dutchtown South Community Corporation has raised 
the profile of this issue. The Corporation’s “So Fresh, So 
Clean, So Creative” project is educating City officials and 
the public about the issue and advocating to reduce illegal 
dumping and ensure adequate and equitable trash  
collection service.146  

FIGURE 8.1. CITIZENS’ SERVICE BUREAU COMPLAINTS FOR DEBRIS AND 
ILLEGAL DUMPING BY NEIGHBORHOOD, 2017143 

HEALTH THREATS RELATED TO ILLEGAL 
DUMPING
Illegally-dumped trash poses many kinds of health 
risks, such as:

•	 The trash may contain chemicals that are harmful to 
breathe or touch.

•	 Nails sticking out of materials, or sharp edges, can 
cause cuts and infections.

•	 The trash may attract animals and insects that carry 
disease.

•	 Broken glass or syringes may also carry disease.147 

Illegal dumping can become an even worse threat to 
a neighborhood because seeing the piles of trash may 
embolden others to add more illegally-dumped trash.148 
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REGINA DENNIS-NANA ON ILLEGAL DUMPING
Regina Dennis-Nana lives in the Hyde Park neighborhood 
in Ward 3, a majority-black ward in North City. She serves 
on the Board of the Hyde Park Neighborhood Association. 
Regina discussed her concerns about illegal dumping 
and community pride. “We tolerate it. People from other 
places would report it. Folks here allow outsiders to drop 
their trash and just say nothing about it. There is a lack of 
education, a whole generation of people who are missing a 
sense of community pride.” 

Regina sees these issues as linked to the larger system of 
institutional racism. “I believe that we are fighting against 
a socially accepted narrative about young Black America 
that has been adopted as a norm. We can change this with 
constant messaging and imagery, as well as community 
celebrations to address what people can do to keep our 
neighborhood together beyond our own square footage.”

HYDE PARK COMMUNITY SPRING CLEAN UP



Environmental Racism in St. Louis21

CONCLUSION

The issues covered in this report are interconnected and are the result of generations 
of institutional racism and profiteering off the backs of the poor. A long and ongoing 
history of discrimination has left many black St. Louisans with limited access to 
quality housing, adequate public transit, and healthy food. The housing that is available 
exposes many residents to lead and mold. Inadequate insulation, leaky windows 
and doors, and inefficient appliances result in needlessly high energy bills that force 
too many tenants to choose between living in unsafe conditions or cutting back on 
necessities such as food and medicine. 
Landlords are too often unwilling to fix these problems and 
intimidate tenants who ask them to do so. In addition, mold 
and air pollution, including dust from building demolitions, 
trigger or worsen asthma symptoms. And living near vacant 
properties and illegally-dumped trash also poses health risks 
associated with rodents and other pests, as well as exposure 
to asbestos, lead, and other toxic materials.   

These issues are not new. While there have been, and are 
now, efforts to address some of these problems, the risks 
persist and continue to disproportionately impact and 
endanger black St. Louisans. As a result, racial injustice is 
perpetuated if not intensified by the absence of a robust 
environmental justice agenda. Those impacted suffer 
immensely – medically, economically, and in overall quality 
of life – while society as a whole pays the costs of avoidable 
medical and hospital bills, lost opportunity and productivity, 
and the tangible and intangible harms of living in a region 
plagued by deep inequity. 

Creative new approaches are required. The disparities 
highlighted in this report call for ensuring that all St. 
Louisans, not only the most privileged, have:

•	 Safe, affordable, and energy-efficient housing;

•	 Sufficient air monitoring stations to ensure clean air and 
effective air quality management;

•	 Reliable, affordable, public transportation;

•	 Healthy, fresh, and accessible food; and

•	 Neighborhood-based revitalization efforts that include 
addressing vacant properties and illegal dumping, 
directed by and for the benefit of local residents rather 
than the profit motive.

The present failures in each of these respects must be 
seen as manifestations of institutional racism and an 
economic system that has allowed some to profit at the 
expense of black and low-income communities in St. Louis. 
The broad recommendations of the recent Dismantling 
the Divide report,149 as well as those of its predecessor For 
the Sake of All,150 aim to eliminate racial disparities while 
providing quality, affordable housing and access to public 
transportation and healthy food, among other goals. 

While endorsing those recommendations, this report also 
calls for those who are most directly impacted to play a 
leading role in crafting programs and policies to address 
these critical issues. For any solution to be effective in 
eliminating environmental racism and achieving racial justice, 
it must also be transparent in design and implementation. 
We hope that this report can be a tool for impacted 
communities to lead the way in this process. 
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