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The city of Boston has a long history of racial tension and social resistance, particularly in the 
neighborhood of Roxbury, a community widely known for massive riots in response to the 
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968. Malcolm X resided there for a portion of his 
life. In addition, Roxbury was one of the neighborhoods most impacted by the desegregation of 
Boston’s Public Schools and subsequent “bussing” efforts on the part of the local government, 
which they resisted strongly as well. As with so many neighborhoods located in major cities, this 
history continued long after the Civil Rights movement, well into the 80s and 90s, and has strong 
reverberations to this day.  
 
A huge part of the Roxbury community’s history, and more specifically that of the residents of 
the Dudley Triangle area, as well as the root of many of the issues people there face today, relate 
to waste and environmental justice. Investigating the history of the Dudley community reveals 
how its residents have been repeatedly put at risk since the end of WWII: from arson that left 
behind vacant lots with toxic soil to having those lots used for the illegal disposal of (sometimes 
also toxic) waste to air pollution that leads to higher rates of asthma among youth residents. But 
one can also discover the strength of this community and track the community-based actions that 
have led to great gains over time, even as the neighborhood continues to be disrespected in these 
many ways. This makes the Dudley Triangle a perfect case study not only of the ways in which 
communities are disenfranchised and abused, but of the ways in which such communities can 
rise up and take back control of their space and their health. 
 
A Long History of Challenges 
 
The Dudley Neighborhood is a community within the neighborhood of Roxbury in Boston, MA. 
Within the Dudley Neighborhood, two main streets, Dudley Street and Blue Hill Avenue, outline 
what is known as The Dudley Triangle, measuring approximately 60 acres in size (See Figure 1). 
This relatively small community, though, has had a much larger impact on the way communities 
across the country respond to environmental injustice. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, this 
area of Boston was mostly populated by recent European immigrants, largely Irish, employed in 
the factories prevalent in the urban Northeast at the time. The population slowly shifted 
throughout the 20th century toward the one seen in the 70s and 80s as well as today. The 
population now is largely made up of African-Americans who had, or whose families had, 
moved from the South during the mid-20th century; immigrants from Cape Verde and various 
parts of Latin America, namely Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, as well as a number of 
Haitian immigrants; and a few white folks whose families stuck around (Medoff & Sklor, 9-11).  
 
This population shift was not, however, incidental. At the beginning of the 20th century, the 
Dudley Triangle was hugely impacted by a pattern of “White Flight” in which the white folks 
who had lived in the community chose to move out of this urban area in favor of suburban 
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locations, where many of the factories had chosen to re-locate. This massive trend of relocation 
was facilitated by the federal government’s passing of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, more 
commonly known as the G.I. Bill. This bill offered subsidized home loans to soldiers returning 
home from World War II, in addition to offering a slew of other benefits. The issue with this, 
however, was that despite soldiers of many races having fought in the war, these benefits were 
only made available to white veterans. This made it a lot easier for white families to move 
themselves to more suburban neighborhoods, but left the rest of Dudley’s population in a 
neighborhood with a bunch of empty houses, few resources, and practically no jobs.  
 
The owners of many of the buildings within the Dudley Triangle, unable to find renters or 
buyers, responded by burning down the homes they owned in order to collect the insurance 
money. There were frequent fires throughout the community, and the community was left with 
empty lots and no resources to rebuild the homes. Not only was it difficult for residents to find 
jobs and income without the factories that had relocated, and not only were so many veterans 
within the community denied access to the subsidized mortgage rates offered to their white 
counterparts, but also it was nearly impossible for a resident of the Dudley Triangle to access 
loans because of redlining. Throughout the twentieth century and across the country, banks 
participated in a discriminatory practice known as redlining, where they would draw imaginary 
red lines around communities (usually low-income communities and communities with primarily 
Black and Latina/o residents) and refused to offer loans to anyone who lived within those 
boundaries. This furthered the difficulties for the residents of the Dudley Triangle, whose 
financial and social capital had been systematically destroyed. 
 
Here’s Where This Turns into an Environmental Justice Essay 
 
The implications of this history go beyond the economic well-being of the residents. All the 
arson that was committed in the wake of “White Flight” had huge environmental implications as 
well. These buildings and homes were built long before lead paint was commonly recognized as 
too harmful for domestic use. So, many of them were painted with it, and when they were burned 
to the ground, the ground was contaminated with that lead (Mahan, “Holding Ground”). The 
Dudley community was left with poisoned soil, making it incredibly challenging for them to 
grow food (as is a common part of many of the cultures represented within the community). But 
somehow, it gets worse. 
 
The Dudley Triangle, after many homes were destroyed, was made up of 21% vacant lots. 
Companies began illegally dumping commercial waste on these lots so as to avoid paying for its 
disposal. And this went on for years (Mahan, “Holding Ground”). Trucks would come in the 
middle of the night to dump garbage, old refrigerators, and couches. Now, the soil, which was 
already poisoned with lead, was opened up to a host of other incredibly harmful materials that 
made it dangerous to live near and even more dangerous to grow in. As researcher Mark A.S. 
Laidlaw points out in his investigation of lead contamination, there is a direct correlation 
between the prevalence of lead in soil and the lead levels within the blood of children who live 
near the source of the lead. And higher blood lead levels can lead to serious health 
complications, particularly among children.  
 
According to the EPA, lead contamination can cause anything from nerve damage in essential 
organs to reproductive problems in adults. In children it can also cause hyperactivity, 
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developmental delays, and potentially death (EPA). There is also new information discovered 
about these impacts all the time. For example, a Mother Jones article written by Kevin Drum in 
2013 investigates a strong correlation between crime rates in urban areas and the levels of lead 
contamination measured there throughout history, suggesting that decreases in crime rates 
previously credited to “tough on crime” policing and governing policies may truly have resulted 
from the removal of lead from gasoline. So, to have high levels of lead contamination in a 
community, like that within the Dudley neighborhood, can threaten the safety of residents in a 
variety of ways. 
 
And Here’s What They Did About It 
 
Throughout all of these challenges, the Dudley Triangle remained an incredibly strong 
community, and found ways to respond to this injustice that reflected that strength. Residents 
founded the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI), a non-profit community-based 
organization that sought to combat the many injustices the Dudley Triangle was experiencing. 
Initially, when the residents petitioned local government officials to acknowledge and help solve 
these issues, the Mayor sent in planners from outside the neighborhood to design how the 
neighborhood should operate, but the community members decided that they wanted to develop 
their own plan (DSNI). They involved residents representing each of the distinct ethnic groups 
within the neighborhood and developed a plan for their community’s development, which started 
with the government cracking down on the illegal dumping and ended with DSNI having 
eminent domain over the land in the Dudley Triangle so that the community could decide for 
what purposes the vacant lots would be used. It was a long battle in order to get community 
control of that land, but once they did, they set to work on what they call their Urban Village 
Visioning Process in order to shape the Dudley Triangle into a village-like community with a 
thriving local economy where much of the food consumed is produced within the community. 
That food production is, however, where residents had to find even more creative ways to 
grapple with the impacts of this history. 
 
Cleaning Up the Dirt 
 
As mentioned before, many of the cultures represented within the community (as is true of so 
many cultures around the globe) had strong ties to agricultural traditions, in Haiti, Cape Verde, 
the Dominican Republic, or what have you. Consequently, growing food within the community 
was a great way for residents to maintain connection with those cultures and also to bolster the 
local economy. But in order to do that, they would need to find a way to remediate the soil. From 
the mid-90s to the early 2000s, a number of food justice-related organizations began developing 
within the Dudley Triangle. One of note, The Food Project, worked closely with DSNI to create 
effective urban farming operations within the community that would be used to employ young 
people and to feed the community. Some of the land over which DSNI had eminent domain was 
entrusted to The Food Project and they, with the support of community members, removed the 
garbage from the plot of land and brought in piles and piles of compost in order to remediate the 
soil. They were able to do so, but still have to test the soil multiple times a year to make sure the 
lead levels are safe to grow in. Though the levels of lead in soil that make it safe soil in which to 
grow are largely debated and the scientific consensus has been consistently changing, The Food 
Project defines safe levels as lower than 400 ppm (The Food Project).  
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Other issues arise, however, with community gardening or backyard gardening. According to the 
article "Urban Community Gardeners’ Knowledge and Perceptions of Soil Contaminant Risks" 
written by Kim et al. (2014), citizen knowledge of possible soil contaminants is not very high. 
While this study focused on residents of Baltimore, MD, it outlines challenges faced by any 
community gardener: knowing the history of the exact land in which you are wishing to garden, 
accessing soil testing, and knowing exactly what the results of that soil test mean. The Food 
Project, and other community organizations within the area, such as Alternatives for Community 
and Environment (ACE), and of course DSNI help support efforts to build raised bed gardens in 
the backyards of residents and have also opened a greenhouse on some of the land controlled by 
DSNI that houses space for community gardens (Figure 2). These efforts all contribute to 
remediating soil pollution, though they may not always eliminate the impacts.  
 
What’s Left to Do 
 
The work to keep lead levels in check is ongoing, as this kind of work often is. But there are 
additional waste-related issues with which the community still grapples today, primarily in terms 
of air pollution. Large trucks come through the Dudley Triangle and idle there, creating traffic 
(which increases air pollution) and also emitting pollution of their own, which collectively lead 
to higher asthma rates, particularly among youth within the community (ACE). This is a 
challenge that ACE tries to grapple with in its youth organizing work, but in a community that 
has been systematically disenfranchised, the work seems to never be done. 
 
What’s It All Mean, Though? 
 
Though the challenges may seem insurmountable, what the story of the Dudley Triangle shows 
is that environmental justice, and for that matter, social justice, progress can be made effectively 
when residents have increased control over their own communities.   In her book, Soil Not Oil, 
Vandana Shiva states that  

 
In Earth Democracy, solutions will not come from the corporations and 
governments that have raped the planet and destroyed peoples' lives. Solutions are 
coming from those who know how to live lightly, who have never had an oil 
addiction, who do not define the good life as "shop till you drop," but rather 
define it as looking after the living earth and their living community. Those who 
are being treated as disposable in the dominant system, which is pushing the 
planet’s ecosystems to collapse and our species to extinction, carry the knowledge 
and values, the cultures and skills, that give humanity a chance for survival. 

(Shiva 2008, p. 22)  
 
The Dudley Triangle represents a community that was for a long time being treated as 
disposable, just like the garbage that was dumped on it. In their resistance and their reclamation 
of their own power, the residents of the community were able to shift that identity, and to make 
decisions that benefitted the community as a whole. If environmental justice is to become a 
reality, stories like that of this community need to be told so as to stop their systemic 
disempowerment and mistreatment by governments and corporations.  
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Figure 1 
 

 
An image of the Dudley Neighborhood, with the Triangle highlighted inside,  

also including data on the distribution of families 
 

Figure 2 
 

 
Inside of the greenhouse built by The Food Project and DSNI, shows community garden section and 

section dedicated to educational programming 
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