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FA C T S H E E T

ENVIRONMENTAL INJUSTICE:

Communities of Color in the United States Disproportionately Lack Access to Adequate Sanitation
Every person has a human right to sanitation that ensures dignity and is safe, affordable, and hygienic. The UN General
Assembly has recognized this right as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, essential to the
full enjoyment of all human rights.1 UN Sustainable Development Goal 6 also affirms the importance of ensuring that
sustainably managed water and sanitation are available for all.2 But many people in America are being denied this basic
human right to sanitation. This is a nationwide problem, particularly in rural areas: communities in Alabama, Alaska,
Michigan, North Carolina, Puerto Rico, Texas, and elsewhere lack adequate sanitation.3 Despite previous calls from UN
bodies to fully effectuate this right, the United States must do more to ensure that all residents have access to adequate
sanitation that is affordable, resilient, sustainable, and effective in a changing climate.4

SNAPSHOT: LOWNDES COUNTY, ALABAMA

For decades, many residents in the rural and predominantly
Black community of Lowndes County, Alabama, have
struggled to access adequate sanitation. Roughly four out of
five residents are not connected to centralized sewer systems
and must rely on on-site treatment systems that often fail
due to the impermeable soil in the area.8 Broken or failed
on-site systems result in soggy lawns and pools of raw sewage
outside homes. And the cost of an effective system—up to
tens of thousands of dollars—is out of reach for many in a
county where 22 percent of residents, and nearly 28 percent
of Black residents, live below the poverty line.9 Those who
cannot afford on-site systems are forced to use makeshift
“straight pipes” that direct raw sewage from homes to
adjacent outdoor spaces, where it pollutes nearby creeks.10
Even the centralized wastewater treatment systems in the
county often fail, leading to sewage backups into residents’
sinks or tubs. During heavy rains, the county’s sewage
lagoons overflow onto adjacent residential yards. These
problems will only worsen as climate change intensifies,
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People of color disproportionately lack access to
sanitation. In the United States, race is the strongest
predictor of a lack of adequate water and sanitation access.5
A 2022 report found that Black and Latino households were
twice as likely and Indigenous households were 19 times
as likely as white households to lack complete plumbing.6
The correlations between race, poverty, and sanitation
access underscore the complex interrelationships among
America’s history of racial discrimination, disinvestment
in communities of color, and current laws and policies that
perpetuate racial disparities in sanitation access.7

Tarp-covered pool of sewage outside a home in Lowndes County.

leading to rising water tables and more intense rains.11 Some
residents forbid their children from playing in their yards or
avoid their yards altogether because of the stench of human
waste.12 Lacking clean and safe ways to dispose of household
waste harms both physical and mental health, including
increased risk of gastrointestinal illnesses and tropical
diseases, antimicrobial resistance, anemia, spontaneous
abortions, and preterm births associated with helminth
infections.13 A 2017 study in Lowndes found hookworm in
over one-third of study participants.14
Laws and government policies in the United States
continue to impede sanitation access in Lowndes
County. Alabama law places the burden on residents not
connected to centralized wastewater systems to install and
maintain private infrastructure necessary to meet everyday
sanitation needs.15 At the same time, state and local laws
penalize residents who cannot afford on-site systems or
struggle to comply with public-health rules with fines,
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arrests, and potential liens on their homes.16 Despite duties
under state law to manage on-site wastewater disposal, the
state and local departments of health have not collected data
necessary to understand the scope of insanitary conditions in
the county and have failed to abate sanitation conditions that
threaten public health.17
Additionally, state laws and regulations impede available
public funding from flowing to support decentralized
sanitation systems where they are most needed. State
regulations require funds distributed through the Clean
Water Act State Revolving Fund to go only to public entities,
not nonprofits or individuals as allowed under federal law.18
This presents a barrier to funding decentralized wastewater
systems that are often not managed by public entities.
Alabama also prohibits 100-percent-subsidized loans
under this program, even though such subsidization may be
required for very distressed communities to meaningfully
access funds.19

SUGGESTED RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE UNITED
STATES
n

Take immediate action to ensure equitable access to
adequate, safe, affordable, resilient, and sustainable
sanitation services for all, particularly those living in rural
areas and Black, Indigenous, and other people of color.


Collect data and report publicly on the status of access to
adequate sanitation services for Black, Indigenous, and
other people of color, including all health impacts from
lack of access.

n



n



n



n



n



Take immediate action to eliminate laws, policies, and
practices that criminalize or penalize residents who fail to
comply with sanitation regulations due to cost or inability
to install or maintain adequate wastewater systems.
Take immediate action to ensure that public funding is
made available and distributed equitably to ensure all
individuals have adequate access to safe, affordable,
resilient, and sustainable sanitation systems, including
by equitably distributing funding for necessary repairs,
upgrades, and/or modifications to sanitation systems and
for the development and construction of new sanitation
infrastructure and governance structures where necessary.
Take immediate action to ensure that on-site sanitation
systems are required to carry warranties against
manufacturing and installation defects and mechanical
failures for a period of at least 10 years.
Ensure meaningful participation of Black, Indigenous,
and other people of color in the revision, elaboration, and
implementation of sanitation laws, policies, and programs.
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