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Environmental Racism — When #BlackLives Don’t Matter
Juneteenth Statement — 19 June 2020

Black lives are disproportionately affected by police brutality; COVID-19 sweeps through
crowded vulnerable communities unable to socially distance; toxic dump sites are placed next
to poor communities of Black people; indigenous people are forced off their land.

The world is slow to respond to climate change, hanging on to an increasingly precarious and
unjust economic system. It is predominantly Black lives that are being impacted by drought,
flooding, storms and sea level rise. The delayed global response to climate injustice gives the
impression that #blacklivesdontmatter. Without urgent action Black lives will continue to be
the most impacted, being dispossessed from their lands and becoming climate refugees.

We stand at a Kairos moment - in order to fight environmental injustice , we must also fight
racial injustice.

In the words of Archhishop Tutu “If you are neutral in times of injustice you have chosen the
side of the oppressor.”

The Anglican Communion Environmental Network (ACEN) calls attention to environmental
racism. We issue this urgent statement today, June 19 2020, a day known as Juneteenth in the
United States, marking and remembering the official end of slavery in that country in 1865.

We call attention in particular to the impact of environmental racism on indigenous peoples
decimated by the effects of colonization. Tribes of people were enslaved, and annihilated by
harsh conditions and by diseases for which they had no immunity in the first decades of
colonization. Later indigenous groups such as the Taino in what is now Haiti and the
Dominican Republic were replaced by enslaved peoples from Africa.

From the Gwich’in in the Arctic Circle to the many tribes in the Amazon River Basin,
indigenous people continue to be subjected to intense, sustained racism.

Unjust economic structures and extractive industries subject indigenous peoples and
traditional Black communities to forced, violent removal from lands with which they have
been integrally connected for centuries. Prominent indigenous leaders - defenders of the land
- from tribes such as the Guarani in Brazil, have been murdered and tribes terrorized.

For example in Panama, the Guna and Embera were granted land rights under the Comarcas
(Reservation). However, land grabbers - non indigenous farmers - seize this land for their own
farms, leading to escalating levels of violence from house burnings to murders.

ACEN also witnesses the growing and alarming rise in the number of people becoming
refugees due to climate change. It is estimated that there are 40 million climate refugees in the
world today, and by 2050 that number could reach one billion. Communities are being forced
from their traditional lands due to drought and sea level rise. Climate change can lead to
increased conflict as farming communities are forced off their land into cities.

In Central America thousands of indigenous people have been made climate refugees. Upon
reaching the United States, they are often subjected to double discrimination, firstly for being
refugees and then as people whose first language is a tribal language rather than Spanish.

Pacific islanders in places such as Tonga and Fiji face the destruction of their homes and
cultures due to sea level rise.



Even in the midst of the wealthiest countries Black people bear the brunt of environmental
racism. Dumpsites for toxic chemicals are situated near poorer Black communities. These
communities become food deserts- lacking both access to nutritious food and safe water.
Take action for climate justice to show #blacklivesmatter

June 19, 2020

God of love and peace,

God of justice and fire,

when the order put in place disorders your grace with bullets and bullies,
hear those who shout, "I can't breathe."

In the midst of corporate control and the conspiracy of lies,
we plead, "I can't breathe.”

As a virus raids a slum and insidiously tracks a migrant camp,

have mercy on those caught who cough and struggle, "I can't breathe."
As the cars return and the airlines receive huge government subsidies,
listen to the earth gasping, "I can't breathe.”

The waters rise, God of sea and sky, but dominions do not rest from their wrecking power.
Heed the world as it cries, "I can't breathe.”

When we continue to inhale and exhale

as if the suffocation did not matter,

as if our breathing were somehow separate from the struggles of others for air,
align our lives with our prayer.

Forgive us all that does not honour your love,
all that does not live gratefully from the gift of your grace,
all that restricts the communion that your Spirit extends far and wide.

Alongside all those who can't breathe,

we seek the fresh wind over the chaos of our lives,
setting us free,

setting all your people free

to breathe,

through Jesus Christ. Amen.

(Sunday Prayers Service of Evangelical Lutheran Church of Geneva (English) , Terry MacArthur
and team)

As the Anglican Communion Environmental Network we commit to:

e Listening to voices of indigenous people.

e Recognising and challenging white privilege in society and the Church.

¢ Recognising the colonial past of the Anglican Communion, its ongoing Euro-centric
values and the dominance of English.

o Identifying the need for further study and active listening around issues of racism.

e Recognising and challenging theological ideologies and social norms that perpetuate
racism

e Acting in solidarity with vulnerable populations experiencing eco-injustice by actions
such as: advocacy for policy change at national and regional levels; nonviolent protest;
boycotts.

e Acting as a mediator between indigenous people and farmers or extractive industries,
understanding the legal frameworks involved.
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