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relates directly to the social status differences of groups in 
society. For example, in Dickson, Tennessee, a well where 
the African American Holt-Orsted family got their drinking 
water was being polluted with toxic chemicals that leaked 
from a nearby landfill. They continued to use this well, 
unaware of any problems, for 9 years. Although some of the 
neighbors—those who were White—were notified within 
48 hours after local waste treatment agencies learned of the 
danger (in 1993), the Holt-Orsted family was not informed 
and, in fact, was told by county officials that things were fine 
(Holt 2007; Huang 2011). By the time Sheila Holt-Orsted 
was finally informed (in 2002) that the water the family had 
been using for showers, cooking, and beverages was con-
taminated with cancer-causing agents, Sheila had breast 
cancer, and her father had terminal prostate cancer. Four 
additional Holt-Orsted family members suffered from vari-
ous other illnesses believed to be caused by the spills into the 
water supply. The family finally won their court case in 2011, 
but by then, several family members had died from cancer 
(Holt 2007; Huang 2011).

In the United States, people of color are 2 to 3 times 
more likely than Whites to live in communities with hazard-
ous-waste problems and are exposed to 38% more toxins 
that cause cancer than are Whites (M. Bell 2012; Clark, 
Millet, and Marshall 2014). The Environmental Protection 
Agency now has an interactive environmental map that 
shows where U.S. low-income minority communities face 
the most environmental pollution (see www2.epa.gov/
ejscreen). Activists and researchers involved in the environ-
mental justice movement work to address such problems.

One classic study in Chicago focused on the impact of 
efforts to make Chicago a more eco-friendly or “green” city 
by encouraging more recycling. However, there were sub-
stantial problems of pollution, disease risk, and other costs 

to the low-income, minority neighborhoods where the 
recycling plants were located (Pellow 2002). In a similar 
vein, if you sent your old computer to a recycling center, 
there is a good chance it ended up in a West African dump. 
To save money, many electronic recycling centers in 
Global North nations illegally send what they take in to 
Global South nations like Ghana, where governments are 
unable or unwilling, if they are being paid, to stop dumps 
from taking in e-waste.

In a dump in Accra, the capital of Ghana, teenage boys 
can be seen smashing old computers and other electronic 
devices so that they can sell the metals inside to local busi-
nesses. Exposed to the chemicals that leach out of the aban-
doned computers, they are being poisoned and injuring 
their health. It is sobering to realize that environmentally 
friendly policies (recycling or donating—rather than 
throwing away—electronic devices) aimed at prolonging 
the health of Earth and the human population have often 
been implemented in ways that hurt those who have the 
fewest resources—people living in poverty and minorities 
(Hugo 2010; J. Korgen and Gallagher 2013).

MESO-LEVEL 
INSTITUTIONAL 
INFLUENCES ON 
POPULATION CHANGE
Meso-level analysis focuses on institutions and ethnic sub-
cultures within a country. In this section, we examine how 
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In a dump in Accra, the capital of Ghana, teenage boys can be 
seen smashing old computers and other electronic devices so 
that they can sell the metals inside to local businesses. In an urban area in Cambodia (Kampuchea), residents crowd 

onto this truck, a common form of transportation. With a high 
fertility rate and migration from rural to urban areas, crowded 
transportation is common.
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