
Advancing Environmental Justice in Hopewell, Virginia 
     

Introduction 
Our team sought to develop our knowledge and awareness of environmental issues in the Richmond 
region. We spoke with stakeholders and experts across the field to gain understanding of the 
community context and learn about developing initiatives with which our group could engage. 
Through research and analysis we identified Hopewell as an area of opportunity. Our multifaceted 
project approach combined community engagement, collaboration, and awareness to foster impact. 
   

Hopewell: Past & Present 
Hopewell, Virginia is an independent city located at the confluence of the James and Appomattox 
Rivers, twenty-one miles south of Richmond. The community was colonized in 1613, saw action in 
several wars, and was industrialized in 1914 when DuPont built a factory there. That site has evolved 
to encompass multiple plants owned by different companies manufacturing a variety of products 
including the first automatic dishwasher, paper and boxes, China, artificial silk, fertilizers, and many 
kinds of plastic.  
 
Continually ranked among the least healthy localities in Virginia (County Health Rankings, 2024), 
Hopewell has a history of industrial pollution, notably the Kepone disaster in the 1970s, which was 
one of the biggest chemical spills in U.S. history. This event had a lasting impact on the health of the 
James and Appomattox Rivers and the community (Powell, March 2024).  
 
In 2023 and 2024, the Richmond Times-Dispatch has outlined ongoing chemical releases by 
Hopewell plants. These releases have far reaching impact. The Advansix plant, for example, sits on 
200 acres, one-half mile of which is directly on the James River waterfront. Within one mile of the 
plant there are nine hundred residences including the Davisville Community, directly across the 
street from Advansix.  
 
Hopewell’s industrial communications are lacking. Communication protocol about emissions and 
other environmental issues is limited, as the community often is not notified, notification is delayed, 
and/or impact is minimized. There is no evidence of a detailed catastrophic emergency plan among 
the plants.  
   
Hopewell: A Sacrifice City  
The City of Hopewell has a long history and challenging relationship with the industries that 
dominate this densely populated, 10-mile area. Hopewell is an urban center, with more than 60% 
residents of color and poverty rates twice Virginia’s average. Resulting challenges include food 
insecurity, high housing and childcare cost burdens, community violence, and other issues related to 
economic insecurity.  
 
Hopewell’s legacy of pollution has contributed to significant health disparities, with a nine-year 
difference in life expectancy between the predominantly white parts of the city and the 
predominantly Black parts (James, 2022). Hopewell’s life expectancy is five years lower than 
Virginia’s average, and residents face high rates of hospitalization for asthma (three times the 
average), and a cancer mortality rate nearly double the state average (Powell, April 2023). This is 
compounded by ineffective and inaccurate communication to the public regarding the health 
impacts of these emissions.  
    



The UN describes “sacrifice zones” as places where people - typically people of color with low 
wealth - experience health issues and human rights violations due to living in polluted and 
contaminated areas. Hopewell is a sacrifice city. 
 
Building Power through Information 
Our team envisioned a human-focused project that could tangibly impact the Hopewell community. 
Recognizing significant information gaps resulting from misinformation or unclear communication 
from Hopewell’s industries, we aimed to build community power through information and access.  
 
We created informational material designed for mass consumption by the community. Our 
infographic document, intentionally created to be simple, factual, and easy to modify, will increase 
access to truth by sharing the researched-based facts about the environmental and health impacts of 
Hopewell’s industrial plants; offer connections to resources; and encourage advocacy for 
environmental justice. 

  
The front of our document displays an eye-catching design highlighting key health and 
environmental concerns connected with local plants. The back details common symptoms of 
exposure and offers action steps. A trusted community advocacy organization will serve as an initial 
distributor. This partner and other stakeholders can customize and tailor this dynamic document) as 
needed so it may be used to empower residents now and into the future.  
 
Hope for Hopewell 
Although Hopewell faces significant challenges, there is hope. Every day, organizations and 
individuals work to uplift, inspire, empower, and advocate for this community. Examples include 
access to nature through the new Hopewell Riverwalk and parks; the development of public art and 
special events that offer gathering opportunities and positively reflect the community back to itself; 
and teen leadership and afterschool programs that empower Hopewell youth.  
 
Combatting the significant influence of Hopewell’s $1.5 billion industries will not happen overnight. 
We believe that community change is possible through collective action, and community power can 
be built on a foundation that includes accurate, accessible information. Through our team’s efforts, 
we offer such information and invite stakeholders near and far to advance hope for Hopewell. 
   
Interviews: Frazier Armstrong, LMR ‘06, Capital Trees; Bill Street/Jamie Brunkow/Justin Doyle, 
James River Association; Hollee Freeman, LMR ‘18, Author/Beekeeper/Consultant; Benjamin 
Gomes, Hopewell Fire & EMS; Jeremy Hoffman, Groundwork USA; Tabitha Martinez, LMR ‘24, 
Hopewell Recreation & Parks; NaQuetta Mitchell, Hopewell/Colonial Heights NAACP; Steve 
Nash, Author; Aaron Reidmiller, LMR ‘24, Hopewell Recreation & Parks (Former); Laura Thomas, 
City of Richmond Office of Sustainability; Mike Town, Virginia League of Conservation Voters 
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