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I.

Introduction

Good morning Chairman Thompson and members of the Committee on Homeland Security. My
name is Abre’ Conner, and I am the Director for the Center for Environmental and Climate Justice at the
NAACP and a faculty member of the Environmental Policy and Management Program at the University
of California, Davis. Thank you for the opportunity to testify before this Committee during National
Disaster Preparedness Month regarding resilience and security within Black and low-income
communities across the country.
Over the last several years, we have seen that failing water systems and deficient infrastructure
interfere with the fundamental operation of key community functions.1 We meet at a historic moment as
the Biden Administration has elevated environmental justice through efforts like the Justice40
Initiative.2 Moreover, the Inflation Reduction Act offers the largest direct environmental justice
investments to date in the United States.3 Pursuant to the Safe Drinking Water Act, the Environmental
Protection Agency (“EPA”) has authority to allocate $50 million to midsize and large drinking water
systems for the specific purpose of improving resilience to hazards including attacks to cybersecurity
that weaken communities. 4 These allocations reflect the critical impact of climate issues on our
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communities. The effect of climate change on Black people has finally come into national focus because
Black people experience the most horrific impacts from historic disinvestment in communities.
Communities that are years or decades behind on infrastructure maintenance and repairs are ill prepared
for disasters to come. Failure to invest in Black communities and the ramifications that follow are rooted
in a history of environmental racism that continues to this day. If we examine the effects on cities like
Jackson, Mississippi (“Jackson”), Flint, Michigan, and Baltimore, Maryland (“Baltimore”), alone, there
are likely hundreds of thousands of Black people who have had brown water or toxins like E.coli
flowing through their faucets within the last several years - a source of water meant to do daily tasks
such as brushing their teeth, bathing children and showering, or drinking.5
Moreover, schools are affected by this systematic disinvestment. In Jackson, students have been
bounced from in-person to virtual learning because of poor water quality. In some cases, school teachers
and administrators have been forced to build contingency plans for flushing toilets when water pressure
is low instead of teaching students in the classroom. In Jackson, healthcare facilities that previously
relied on local water plants have been forced to develop costly alternatives to local water systems to
ensure that patients have access to hygienic care when water available through the city is not clean.
Moreover, lack of transparency around water quality and other public services has engendered distrust
of government services in many communities.
Lack of transparency at a resident level regarding the flow of funds from federal appropriations to
states and localities as well as a lack of community input are critical issues for Black communities. State
governments are typically the starting point for localities to access funding to rebuild water
infrastructure. A key issue in Black communities is minimal access to financial resources without strings
attached for use in repairing, replacing, and maintaining critical infrastructure. Disinvestment has also
harmed efforts in communities of color to develop and support reporting systems to alert residents of
critical rates of pollution.
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Since 1996, Mississippi has received federal funding for drinking water systems. However, Jackson
has received allocations of federal funding in just three of the last 25 years.6 When federal funding
became available as a part of the bipartisan infrastructure law, Jackson received only a small sum of
funds with limitations on its use, despite the city's crumbling infrastructure. The situation in Jackson is
just one example of how majority Black cities and towns around the country have been treated in our
nation's history, continuing to the present day.
The issue of water infrastructure ownership and nonresponsive state elected officials during disasters
affecting Black populations runs deep in American history.7 As outlined below, over a century ago,
Black communities experienced intentional deprivation of the city’s water infrastructure that debilitated
progress.8 This historic pattern must be changed through intentional action.
Today, I hope to make clear through my testimony the depth and breadth of water and infrastructure
issues that have affected Black communities for years, why something must be done now, and how
Congress plays a critical role in next steps.

II.

Water needs and racist roots of diminishing Black community progress

Black people have always cared about environmental and climate issues but have often been left out
of meaningful engagement with policymakers and advocates to assist our communities. Unfortunately,
the tradition of tearing down and purposefully thwarting Black efforts at sustainability and stability of
infrastructure is nothing new.9 Injustices in Rosewood, Florida and Allensworth, California resemble
the intentional dispossession of resources we continue to witness in Black communities today. 10 In 1923,
Rosewood was a small but prosperous Black town. Because a white woman accused a Black man of
beating her, white mobs completely burned the community. Florida’s governor offered no assistance to
the town despite knowing about the tragedy. Currently, there are many Black communities across the
country that have been categorically excluded from state resources.11 We have seen this disinvestment
because often, state agencies and state legislatures control what funding reaches Black communities.
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Water issues have persisted in Black communities for centuries as well. Around the time of the
Rosewood fires, Allensworth, California also experienced destruction motivated by racism. Allensworth
was the only California town to be founded, financed, and governed by Black people. Allensworth’s
economy failed due to resource scarcity, including water resources under the control of town officials.12
Agriculture was a key component of Allensworth’s financial sustainability. A company that owned and
exercised control in agriculture acted to prevent the town from accessing water sources. Subsequently,
the community crumbled.13 A century later, we continue to see how Black communities are deprived of
access to clean and drinkable water without methods to localize ownership and management within their
own communities.
Decades after the Rosewood Massacre and Allensworth tragedy, studies demonstrated the link
between the disregard for Black people’s health and environmental issues based on where Black people
lived. In 1987, the United Church of Christ published “Toxic Waste and Race” that demonstrated Black
people and other people of color were more likely to live near toxic waste incinerators. 14 Twenty years
later, the United Church of Christ refreshed the study, concluding that communities of color still
disproportionately lived near environmentally hazardous areas.15 We continue to see these trends in the
placement of incinerators in Black neighborhoods.16
Notably, even as Black people face these harms, Black stories of environmental issues have long
been underpromoted, along with challenges in engaging decision-makers to drive toward solutions.
Historically, Black and other communities of color united to advance their stories as a matter of survival
because Black people were not welcomed in many traditional environmental spaces.

III.

Water Crisis in Jackson: A Present Catastrophe

a. Jackson’s crisis is rooted in historical disinvestment
History is indeed repeating itself. Over the past several weeks, I have spent time in Jackson,
Mississippi talking with individuals whose stories feel eerily similar to the intentional deprivation and
racial inequities that have harmed Black localities for centuries. Jackson is nearly 83% Black, and the
student population is also predominately Black. 17 Residents have told me that water issues have now
become critical for Black children and their education, as staff of the local school district have spent
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much of their day flushing toilets instead of teaching. Black health is at risk because dentists and doctors
in Jackson must daily contemplate whether they will be able to perform emergency health procedures
that utilize water as the foundation of medical care. And Jackson residents have used bottled water for
years because it has been normalized as simply what people do. Issues regarding water quality, water
pressure, and infrastructure are significantly impacting the lives of Jackson residents. 18
The NAACP heard directly from several community members that they do not believe Jackson
receives its fair share when money is allocated for different needs across the state. They also believe this
occurs because Jackson is predominately Black. Jackson’s residents have seen first-hand that
neighboring communities do not have similar issues affecting water quality. Additionally, the state has
continuously tried to take power away from Jackson’s elected Black leadership within its own city. This
strategic effort to disempower Jackson residents is nothing new. For example, for almost a decade, in
certain city projects, Jackson has sought approvals from a commission that controls projects funded by a
one percent sales tax.19 The 10-person oversight commission has only three seats appointed by its own
mayor to advocate Jackson’s projects.20 No other city within the state has had this process imposed to
approve infrastructure projects. And, although Jackson has shared with the Governor detailed plans that
outline the urgency of its water infrastructure issues for years,21 the Governor rarely, if ever, responds.22
Jackson feels like a modern-day Rosewood because the Governor has the ability to help, but has
refused.23
In Rosewood, the Governor knew that, without help, Rosewood would surely burn. And in Jackson,
the Governor knows that without funding, Jackson will continue to crumble. Jackson mirrors aspects of
Allensworth because water, a critical component of city operations, was intentionally neglected by the
state. In Jackson, similar to Allensworth, the state understands the power of water ownership, and thus
purposefully has withheld its support from Black residents. A century later, Jackson faces the state’s
purposeful withholding of funding to improve the quality of water, a valued resource and most important
asset of the city.
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Currently, the State holds several different federal allocations of funds and has made it nearly
impossible for Jackson, its state capital, to receive funding. Mississippi received almost $75 million
from the State Revolving Fund which is only the first allotment that will be provided over a five-year
period under the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law.24 And in the midst of the Jackson water crisis,
Mississippi built a funding structure that would cap loans for public water systems in the state at $5
million and loan forgiveness at $500,000, knowing that it would take billions to fix Jackson’s water
system.25 Indeed, for cities like Jackson, this will not make a dent for the projects needed to fix its water.
And, there is interest on the loans, putting a city like Jackson even further in debt within this funding
structure. The EPA released statements that outlined “[a] fundamental principle of the [state revolving
funds] is the flexibility provided to states” and stated that “disadvantaged communities can include
…communities of color.”26 But, contrary to building power for Jackson, the Governor used this
opportunity to hint at taking even more control away from Jackson, knowing he is building a system
where Jackson cannot win. 27
The city loan forgiveness maximum and limitations on Jackson funding within the state revolving
fund are criteria that Mississippi decided to implement on its own. And to make matters worse, the state
submitted this plan during the midst of a water crisis in Jackson. Further, to receive American Rescue
Plan funding, each city has to obtain approval from a state department of environmental quality.
However, the state passed a law to require only Jackson to obtain a second set of approvals from the
Department of Finance and Administration. Rosewood, Allensworth, and other Black cities faced blatant
burning and manipulation of resources. Now Jackson is a prime example of depriving Black
communities of resources in 2022, this time through direct actions of the state.
b. Black people continue to bear the brunt of lack of disaster preparedness
Unfortunately, the situation in Jackson is not the first time we have seen Black cities struggle due to
lack of support and infrastructure. In Flint, Michigan, the NAACP filed suit because of the gross
negligence of officials that failed to detect a water problem. Then when the water crisis was known to
harm Black people, the public was told to continue drinking the water, despite knowing it was
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contaminated.28 In Baltimore, another predominately Black city, E.coli was found in the water as
recently as a few weeks ago. 29
In my time in Jackson and in talking with individuals who live in predominately Black communities
in other parts of the country, one thing is common -- lack of preparation before disaster hits
communities. And, because the issues are systemic, there is a long history of incrementally poor
decisions that leave Black cities debilitated. Residents in Jackson, for example, have continuously said
that the state has deprioritized them when it comes to ensuring they can withstand disasters. So it is hard
to feel that progress is made when the response from a state governor in 2022 mirrors the response of the
Governor of Florida in Rosewood nearly a century ago.
Despite the promises of the National Environmental Protection Act, the Safe Drinking Water Act,
the Clean Water Act, and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, racial discrimination impacts Black
communities.30 The need for the NAACP and other civil rights and environmental and climate justice
organizations engaging with communities has only increased. As part of our Environmental and Climate
Justice work, the NAACP has built advocacy campaigns, offered technical assistance, and led legal
efforts to ensure our communities have representation and tools when disasters happened.
Indeed, Black people have continued to persevere despite seemingly insurmountable barriers. In
addition to Jackson residents who live with regular boil water alerts and bottled water within homes,
other Black communities across the country are disregarded in similar ways. In 2021, in Lowndes
County, Alabama, the Department of Justice investigated whether the Alabama Department of Health
and Lowndes County Health Department operated their wastewater disposal program in a way that
discriminated against Black people.31 Similarly, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development launched an investigation in Chicago this year in response to the placement of a toxic
waste incinerator in a predominately Black and Latino neighborhood. 32 These investigations
demonstrate that the concerns raised in the Toxic Waste and Race reports regarding environmental
hazard placements in Black communities persist to this day.
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IV.

Call to Action for Congress

Congress has the ability to create change. Resiliency is about building power within the residents to
sustain themselves.
First, I encourage Congress to pass the Environmental Justice for All Act as an important step to
advance community-based solutions to infrastructure and resiliency needs. The Environmental Justice
for All Act requires agencies to study and address whether people of color are harmed with new
structures and construction, which could prevent future crises impacting communities of color. The law
would also expand agencies’ ability to address historical racism and disinvestment in Black and other
historically excluded communities, among other solutions.
Next, this Committee has a unique role in oversight. I encourage this committee to exercise its
authority to assess the effectiveness of state oversight in historically disadvantaged communities when
there is an immediate need in to obtain resources for disaster preparedness or response.
Third, there must be better information-gathering to allow for accountability. Some environmental
justice datasets contain only high-level data regarding pollution in communities of color. The data
contains incomplete information regarding water pollution and safe drinking water. These datasets could
be improved by offering more granular and disaggregated data to allow communities to better
understand pollution impacts and populations that are affected. To be effective, data must be
disaggregated to allow for assessment of the influence of race, age, disability, and neighborhood
information.
Fourth, many of the resources that exist for disaster preparedness come in the form of loans, but for
individuals and communities already fighting centuries of infrastructural racism, like Black
communities, these funds do not promote equity. To achieve the goal of widespread community
resiliency, we should diversify the way that we allocate funds for critical infrastructure and disaster
planning. This diversification must also include more direct funding to cities and towns, prior to a
disaster.
Next, there are constraints on the private right of action to enforce Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of
1964.33 It remains a challenge for individuals within communities impacted by discriminatory
government actions to hold their governments to account. Lowering these barriers will only strengthen
the ability of communities to ensure they can hold culpable entities responsible.
Additionally, there must be more information and opportunities for technical assistance to
communities that need it the most. We applaud the EPA for recently opening grant applications for
technical assistance centers within communities. However, communities like Jackson and other
historically disadvantaged communities should be prioritized to account for historic neglect. And we
encourage agencies who are offering technical assistance to ensure the assistance is the right match for
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the community. For example, a community may be at the implementation phase. The technical
assistance needs to reflect their needs at the moment.
Next, there must be more interagency collaboration on the federal level when it comes to disaster
preparedness. Currently, communities like Jackson are left trying to figure out which agency addresses
parts of their crisis. It is nearly impossible to understand the information, which delays disaster planning
efforts. Developing a single website to convey disaster preparedness resources and immediate response
platforms would help cities to obtain the assistance they need when building their plans. Indeed, many
cities would more easily be able to outline specific needs with this level of collaboration and
coordination.
The NAACP has advocated on behalf of Jackson with the Environmental Protection Agency. We
have highlighted discriminatory conduct by the state of Mississippi under Title VI of the Civil Rights
Act. We have documented the egregious condition of Jackson's water system and we have urged the
EPA to investigate how the actions of state actors have caused discriminatory impacts and harm. We
encourage the EPA to bring justice to the people of Jackson, but action from Congress and the entire
federal government is needed to avoid similar crises in other communities.
We have made strides in the environmental and climate justice space. However, history will continue
to repeat itself if we do not learn from our past. It is disheartening that the crisis in Jackson resembles
historic injustices in Rosewood, Florida and Allensworth, California as well as the recent water crisis in
Flint, Michigan. We need urgent action to ensure that this Congress is remembered as the body that
helped break the cycle.

