The Story of Lincoln Heights:  What a Waste

From Indyweek.com

When you enter Lincoln Heights, you may not see the old dumps festering beneath the weedy vacant lots. But you will see trash—lots of it. And abandoned homes, their skeletons riddled with overturned furniture, old mattresses and other garbage that mars nearly every corner. Drive along Branch Avenue, Lincoln Heights' main drag, and you soon cross Chockoyotte Creek. Its sluggish waters are choked with yard debris and discarded blue barrels.

For the past 70 years, Roanoke Rapids, a small city in Halifax County near the North Carolina-Virginia border, has regularly dumped on its neighbor, Lincoln Heights, a historically African-American community of about 400 people. Although Lincoln Heights has always been outside the Roanoke Rapids incorporation limits, it is home to three of the city's former, unregulated dumps and an existing yard waste facility. Most recently, city officials targeted the area to be the site of a proposed 7,000-square-foot waste transfer station, where trucks would unload garbage and temporarily store it before shipping it to regional landfills.  While many Roanoke Rapids officials, including the current mayor and most council members, have declined to be interviewed by the Indy, meeting minutes, documents and reports show the city's disregard for the people living in Lincoln Heights. In addition, documents reveal that a waste transfer station is unnecessary and even financially unwise.

However, a few community activists have not only battled the waste transfer station but also are lobbying state, federal and local officials to help them clean up and rebuild their area. Florine Bell, who lives in Roanoke Rapids, is the de facto ambassador for Lincoln Heights, organizing neighbors, talking to property owners and monitoring conditions in the community.  "It's a jungle here," Bell says, as she drives through Lincoln Heights. "You've got burned-out houses everywhere, and a waste transfer station will only bring trouble to this community: roaches, rats and buzzards."

It's not surprising that the city of Roanoke Rapids chose Lincoln Heights, which encompasses seven square miles, as an ideal location for its waste transfer station. National data indicates that poor and minority communities are often targeted for landfills, hazardous waste sites and waste transfer stations. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, 47 percent of all waste transfer stations in the U.S. are located within one mile of African-American and Latino neighborhoods; 42 percent are within three miles.  Although 2010 census data is not available for Lincoln Heights on the block level, the area is overwhelmingly African-American and low-income, according to the UNC Center for Civil Rights.   A 2000 report conducted by the National Environmental Justice Advisory Council, a federal advisory committee to the EPA, stated, "Waste transfer stations are disproportionately clustered in low-income communities and communities of color."

The committee also reported that waste transfer stations increase these communities' vulnerability to health and sanitation issues. "In addition to quality of life issues such as noise, odor, litter, and traffic, waste transfer stations can cause environmental concerns associated with poor air quality (from idling diesel-fueled trucks and from particulate matter such as dust and glass) and disease-carrying vectors such as rodents and roaches," the report states.   Mildred Abernathy, who is white, has lived on Hinson Street for 32 years. Her home is a small brick-covered house that sits diagonal to the Old Roanoke Rapids Landfill. At the mention of a waste transfer station, she shakes her head in indignation. "I feel like its being put there because the residents of Lincoln Heights—well, we poor." Abernathy's son, Ricky, lives with her. He is worried about the smells, sights and sounds that accompany waste transfer stations. "I think we have had more than enough trash in this community," he said. "That's my answer. We've had enough."

Ultimately, the city's desire to build a transfer station—regardless of the burden it places on those who will get to call it their "neighbor"—is about money. Several county commissioner reports concluded that a transfer station is unnecessary considering the proximity of several nearby facilities. But city leaders said they want to build a waste transfer station to generate revenue to expand and improve trash facilities—services that Lincoln Heights does not have.

“What a Waste”:  Building a Waste Transfer Station

Directions:  Use the article about Lincoln Heights and your brain to answer the questions below.   Highlight any words that are new to you so we can discuss in class.
1. Describe the neighborhood of Lincoln Heights.   What would you see if you drove through it?  What type of people live there?

2. What is Florine Bell lobbying for?

3. What is a waste transfer station?  What  types of problems can you assume come with living near a waste transfer station?

4. According to the EPA (_________________________________________________), waste transfer stations are often in poor and minority communities.   Why do you think this is usually the case?

5. County reports say this new transfer station is unneeded.  But city leaders say they want to build a waste transfer station to “generate revenue to expand and improve trash facilities.”    How would a waste station like this generate revenue?   Do you believe the increase in revenue and the added benefit of trash facilities is worth the cost to Lincoln Heights?  Why or why not?
