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Environmental inequity and building back differently in 
Nogojiwanong/Peterborough 

 
The bleak environmental headlines are inescapable these days. Record temperatures (Zee, 
2022), historically powerful hurricanes (BBC, 2022), catastrophic flooding (Evans, 2022), 
unprecedented wildfires (Canon, 2022), and widespread drought (Horton, 2022) have all 
occurred this year across the globe. These increasingly frequent, spectacular events drive home 
the point that we’ve entered into a state of climate chaos. Our world is changing – and is in 
some ways already forever changed (IPCC, 2022). We can expect these kinds of extreme 
weather events to happen more frequently, and with more severity, in the years to come.  
 
We haven’t been isolated from these climate impacts in Peterborough either. The May 2022 
derecho that decimated large portions of Peterborough City and County is evidence of that. 
Even from our relatively insulated vantage point in Nogojiwanong/Peterborough, and in the 
midst of such conspicuous destruction, it’s easy to overlook the quieter, equally devastating 
environmental harms occurring in our very own community. Scratch the surface, and it’s clear 
that ecological crises are much closer to home than we might think. But instead of catastrophic 
events, we see what scholar Rob Nixon (2013) has called “slow violence”: the sort of 
environmental harm that has a source which is harder to pinpoint and which occurs over 
decades. The impacts of climate change and toxic exposure, a lack of clean drinking water and 
the inaccessibility of environmental goods fit this definition – the effects of which can be seen 
in all Nogojiwanong/Peterborough. These environmental risks and harms are unequally 
imposed on racialized, poor and marginalized populations.  
 
Working with the Community Race Relations Committee of Peterborough (CRRC) and the 
Kawartha World Issues Centre (KWIC), alongside other partners, we’re attempting to shed 
some light on what the distribution of environmental risk looks like in our community and how 
we might support organizations and people working for environmental resilience.  
 

The unequal distribution of environmental harm  
 
After decades of activism and scholarship, it is now commonly accepted that racialized and 
poor communities across Canada and the United States experience disproportionate levels of 
environmental risk and fewer environmental benefits (see, for example, Bullard, 2000; Cole & 
Foster, 2001; Coolsaet, 2020; Finney, 2014; LaDuke, 1999; Pellow & Brulle, 2005; Pulido, 2000; 
Taylor, 2000). This is known as environmental injustice. Rather than all of us experiencing 
environmental harm equally, in the words of Jim Tarter (2002, 213), “some live more 
downstream than others.” In Canada, important work has traced the ways in which settler 
colonialism, racial capitalism, and inequality have produced and perpetuate environmental 
harm in Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) communities, from the siting of 
hazardous facilities to lack of clean drinking water (Gosine & Teelucksingh, 2008; Mascarenhas, 
2007; Waldron, 2018, 2019 & 2020; Wiebe, 2016). All of these inequities are compounded by 
climate change, which is felt first and most deeply in poor and racialized communities.  
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These dynamics are clearly visible in Nogojiwanong/Peterborough. For decades, for example, 
Curve Lake First Nation and Hiawatha First Nation haven’t had clean drinking water, leading to 
untold physical and emotional harm (Goldfinger, 2021). In total, 30% of water systems in 
Indigenous communities across Canada are considered “high risk” (Bradford et al., 2016, 2). 
And yet, water borne illnesses aren’t tracked on reserve, despite the fact that many live for 
years at a time without a clear source of water. In fact, some argue that the fact that we don’t 
have a better sense of the true impact of unsafe drinking water is intentional (Burns-Pieper, 
2021).  
 
The city of Peterborough also has a particular legacy of environmental harm. Dubbed “Electric 
City,” General Electric was once the city’s biggest employer, employing tens of thousands of 
people in its 125-year history in Peterborough. However, the environmental and health costs of 
these jobs have been borne by working class employees, who have fought a decades-long 
battle with the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board to be compensated for cancers they say 
are a result of their work at the plant (Kovach, 2019). Moreover, environmental studies of soil 
and water contamination in Peterborough have shown significant levels of polychlorinated 
biphenals (PCBs), lead, and mercury (Weafer-Schiarizza, 2009).  
 
Peterborough County, although historically rural is now a space where rural and urban 
environmental issues push up against each other simultaneously: migrant farm work, over-use 
of pesticides, and slaughterhouses exist alongside contaminated land, industrial toxicity, and 
food deserts. Our project seeks to contribute to better understanding the implications, and 
developing solutions.  
 
Figure 1 below shows facilities in Nogojiwanong/Peterborough that are required to report to 
the National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI). Originally established in 1994, in part due to 
pressure from the community-right-to-know movement, the NPRI is a legislated inventory of 
sites where various pollutants are released, disposed of, and transferred (Berthiaume, 2021). It 
tracks the worst of the worst – trichloroethylene, asbestos, carbon disulphide – along with 
more than 320 other pollutants and contaminants. While this inventory is essential, it’s 
important to note that it likely isn’t complete. Researchers have critiqued the NPRI on the 
grounds that the reported data are neither fully complete nor wholly accurate, “creating gaps in 
inventory emissions, thereby not reflecting actual emissions” (Johnston Edwards and Walker, 
2020, 1097).  
 
So, while we know where the pollutants in our community are coming from, we don’t 
necessarily have the best data on how much pollution and contamination is being emitted.  
 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/pollution-waste-management/national-pollutant-release-inventory.html


4 

 

 
Figure 1. NPRI Inventory 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2 below highlights how deeply inequitable Nogojiwanong/Peterborough really is. In a city 
of about 85,000 people, over 40% earn less than $30,000 per year after taxes (United Way of 
Peterborough and District, 2020). In 2015, 15.2% of individuals and 31.7% of lone-parent 
families were considered low income (Statistics Canada, 2016). As of 2021, 20% of children 
under the age of six live in poverty (United Way of Peterborough and District, 2021). We know 
that poverty is deeply racialized and gendered, with communities of colour in Canada 
experiencing rates of poverty up to four times the national average and racialized and 
immigrant women experiencing poverty at rates of 28% and 20% respectively (Canada Without 
Poverty, 2020). Peterborough, however, is a predominately white space, in part because of 
practices of redlining and exclusionary zoning (CRRC, 2021). Other policy and land use decisions 
over time have made the spatial distribution of those living on low incomes highly uneven – 
concentrated in the downtown core, as Figure 2 illustrates.  
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Figure 2. Prevalence of low income 

 
 
Figure 3 below brings together the NPRI inventory and low-income status in 
Nogojiwanong/Peterborough. We can see from this map that there is a very strong relationship 
between the sites where pollution-creating firms are located and those where low-income 
people live. This is environmental injustice in action. Higher-income people in 
Nogojiwanong/Peterborough, on the whole, have access to a safer, less polluted, and healthier 
environment than those living on low-income. Other research has clearly shown that poverty is 
strongly correlated with environmental injustice – people living in poverty face 
disproportionate exposure to environmental hazards, unevenly bear the brunt of disabling 
environmental health outcomes, and have access to fewer resources to mitigate experiencing 
environmental harm (Harris, 2019; Meij, et al., 2020; Peck, 2014). 
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Figure 3. NPRI inventory and prevalence of low income 

 
Around the world, the people and communities bearing the weight of these systemic inequities 
have not sat idly by, but rather have built spaces, practices, and networks with which to endure, 
resist, and reshape the conditions that (re)produce environmental injustice. From global 
solidarity movements through to everyday individual acts of refusal, poor and racialized 
communities are actively reimagining and prefiguring more socially and ecologically just worlds 
(Gibson-Graham, 1996; Reese, 2020; Spade, 2020). This is not to minimize the environmental 
harm leveled against marginalized individuals and communities, nor to blithely romanticize 
‘resilience’. Instead, the point is to draw attention to, and learn from, the diversity of tactics 
and expressions of political agency responsible for pushing back against the tides of 
environmental racism and injustice. We know, anecdotally, that these hopeful dynamics are 
also at play in Nogojiwanong/Peterborough. Given the current fixation with ‘building back 
better’ after the disruption presented by COVID-19, we see a moment of opportunity to 
continue mapping the landscape of environmental injustice, and document how people and 
communities in Nogojiwanong/Peterborough are organizing against it to inform the 
conversation of what building back better—or differently, with an attention to equity and 
justice—might mean on these lands. As we endeavour to learn and organize with community 
partners, we’ll be sharing updates on mapping4change.org. 
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