
We call it genocide when the
state kills a lot of people who
belong to one race or class.

What do we call it when the state know-
ingly causes people of the same race or
class to have disabilities? What is the
appropriate punishment for those who commit such hideous crimes?

These are not idle questions. Michigan’s Gov. Rick Snyder has
permitted most of Flint’s 99,000 residents to drink lead-contami-
nated water for more than a year, knowing full well that lead is
poisonous even in small amounts and causes disabilities such as
mental retardation and psychological disorders among children and
less frequently among adults. (One study estimates that between
6,000 and 12,000 kids in Flint have been exposed to lead poison-
ing.)

The families affected are mostly African-American and poor.
Sixty-five percent of Flint’s residents are non-white and 41.5 per-
cent live below the poverty line. They are mostly the same people
and live in the same parts of Flint where the lead-contaminated
water flows from the taps.

The correlations between disability, poverty, race, class and en-
vironmental degradation are well-established, but complex and
causally related. Here’s how.

Most Americans with disabilities are poor – 80 percent live be-
low the poverty line. Because of the shortage of low-income hous-
ing, many are forced to live in marginal neighborhoods on or near
landfills, toxic waste sites, city dumps and other environmental
hazards.

That’s where other poor people are forced to live, too. Because of
racial prejudice, a disproportionate number of African-Americans
are poor and are forced to live in these neighborhoods, too. The
environmental toxins found in these neighborhoods cause additional
disabilities. As a result, the rate of disabilities among people who
are poor and lower-class is one and a half times greater than in the
general public.

The intentional disabling of the children of Flint is not an iso-
lated incident. It stands out because the Governor of Michigan so
callously permitted it, lied about it and still refuses to fix it and
because the national media, led by Rachel Maddow of MSNBC,
have made it such a cause célèbre that Congress and the FBI are
now investigating the matter.

However, another study has found that eleven New Jersey cit-
ies, including Newark, Jersey City and Trenton have more chil-
dren with lead poisoning than the kids in Flint. When the state
legislature passed a bill to address the problem, Gov. Chris Christy
vetoed it. In fact, he has raided the N.J. Lead Hazard Control As-
sistance Fund to balance his budgets in each of the seven years he
has been in office, causing several thousand kids to be exposed to
lead poisoning. NJ Citizen Action is part of a campaign to restore
the funding in that bill.

Citizens of Flint are calling for the prosecution of Gov. Snyder
and the other state officials responsible for these crimes. As a New
Jerseyan with a disability and a long-time advocate for people with
disabilities here and nationally, I call upon the FBI to expand its
investigation of the poisoning of the children of Flint to include
Gov. Christie’s willful exposure of the children of New Jersey to
similar poisoning.
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