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Spring 2019

FOR JESUS. FOR THIS TIME. FOR ALL TIME.

Ecological Crisis in Marginalized Communities
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When John and Ruby Laury 
returned 16 years ago to Union Hill, 
the historically African-American 
community in rural Buckingham 
County, Va., where John had grown 
up, they were anticipating a quiet 
retirement on the 98-acre cattle 
farm the couple had bought near 
John’s birthplace.

BY ROBERT DILDAY 

It was a reasonable expectation. Union Hill is in 
the heart of rural central Virginia, about 50 miles 
south of Charlottesville, dotted by farms and forests 
within sight of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Much of 
the community’s life centers on two small Baptist 
churches, founded by formerly enslaved people 
after the Civil War. Their descendants make up 
about a third of Union Hill’s residents. 
	 “I wanted to get back to the four seasons,” 
says John, where he could breathe “just clean air.”
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When Marginalized 
Communities Bear 

the Burden of 
Environmental 

Hazards
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	 So the Laurys were shocked to learn in 2014 that, just down the road, Dominion Energy 
would build one of three large compressor stations for the company’s proposed $7 billion 
fracked-gas pipeline project.
	 Dominion’s 600-mile Atlantic Coast Pipeline, if completed, will carry natural gas from West 
Virginia’s fracking fields, through Virginia into North Carolina and perhaps further south. Compressor 
stations are essential to keep the gas flowing through pipelines, but several times a year “blow down 
events” – necessary to relieve pressure – release toxic emissions such as methane, nitrogen dioxides, 
particulate matter and volatile organic compounds. The compressors’ loud noises are heard 24 hours 

a day and, in rare instances, they explode.
	 Pastor Paul Wilson, who has led Union Hill and Union Grove Baptist 
churches for nearly two decades, calls the community “sacrificial lamb.”
	 “This whole pipeline is based on false premises,” he said at one of many 
public hearings held on the project. “Politicians were bought off, and this 
county had no choice but to say yes.”
	 Buckingham County’s plight is only one of multiple examples across the 
United States of environmental injustice, a concept that emerged in the 1980s 
as environmentalists awakened to the impact on historically marginalized 
communities from fossil-fuel infrastructure and the disposal of waste from energy 
sources. While the devastating effect on the planet’s climate of continuing to 

burn fossil fuels remains a top concern and “keeping it in the ground” a key priority, those who 
care for creation increasingly realize that communities of color and poverty are consistent sites for 
unwanted infrastructure and disposal – in part because energy companies and state regulators 
assume that residents will be unable to resist powerful political forces.
	 The historically African-American community in Buckingham isn’t the only victim of 
environmental injustice. The Atlantic Coast Pipeline’s proposed route begins in West Virginia’s 
economically depressed Appalachian communities and ends in Robeson County, 
N.C., home to the largest indigenous tribe east of the Mississippi River. 
	 In Southwest Virginia, the Mountain Valley Pipeline follows a similar 
pattern. A disproportionate number of minority communities across the nation 
play host to landfills, incinerators, and other potentially toxic facilities – “Cancer 
Alley” in Louisiana between Baton Rouge and New Orleans is only one example.
	 The burgeoning construction of natural gas pipelines across the U.S. – 
prompted by the discovery in the 1990s of hydraulic fracturing , or fracking – are 
expanding examples of environmental injustice. One that captured national 
attention is the Dakota Access Pipeline which plowed through ancestral lands of 
indigenous tribes on the Standing Rock Reservation in South Dakota.
	 The situation is especially acute in Buckingham County. An antebellum 
plantation there, known as Variety Shade, gave rise to the Union Hill community 
and, after the Civil War, the two churches at the center of it. Unmarked graves 

Episcopal Church Creation Care Pledge
Join Presiding Bishop Michael Curry in making the 
Pledge to Care for Creation. It’s a promise to protect 
and renew the Earth and all who call it home. It’s a 
promise to share stories, stand with those who are 
most vulnerable, and live more gently on the Earth. 
For more information, go to www.episcopalchurch.
org/creation-care/pledge.

Interfaith Alliance for Climate Justice
The mission of the IACJ is to be faithful stewards 
of creation by supporting resistance to its 
degradation and exploitation. This ministry 
intends to provide resources to those who 
protect the earth’s ecosystems, safeguard 
public health, and ensure sufficient, sustainable 
energy for people. For more information, go to 
www.iacj.org or find it on Facebook.

Diocese of Virginia Creation Care  
Task Force
Through sharing faith, information and 
ideas for care of creation, this task 
force helps church members, parishes 
and missions of the diocese consider 
environmental issues as religious 
concerns. For more information, go to  
www.caringforgodscreations.com.
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