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Racism is #1 factor in preterm birth disparity

As ablack woman Podiatric
Surgeon, | know all too well
the stressors that contribute
to poor health outcomes and
healthcare disparities. My So-
rority, Zeta Phi Beta Sorority,
annually contributes o the
March of Dimes. As a young
girl, I remember rrying to fill
a page with dimes to donate
from my allowance to help
Mothers and Babies through
pregnancy. It was the March
of Dimes that convened a
work group of profession-
als o explore the causes of
the black-white disparity in
preterm birth rates berween

2017 and 2019.

After reviewing 436 arti-
cles, the work group con-
cluded that the effects of
racial prcjuditc is the num-
ber one cause of the health-
care disparity berween black
women and white women
with regard to preterm birth.

The effects of racism in-
clude stress from lif::long
cxperiences of discriminaro-
ry practices, cnvironmental
injustice rc:spunsiHc for ex-
posure to toxins from air |J-u1—
lution, and sociveconomic
factors regarding multi gen-
erational poverry.

Racism is experienced by
black Fcnplc from a young
age cven when theyre not
mature enough to quite figure
out cx:u;tly what is going on.
Prejudicial treatment in pri-
mary schooling often results
in punitive suspension and/
or expulsion from school thar
purts thar child ar a disadvan-
tage for entering college and
the labor market down the
road. PPublic schools in black

communities are so chron-
ically underfunded it's de-
grading,. This results in lack
of access to things such as ex-
tra curricular actividies, quali-
ty coursewark, and advanced
coursework. These are all ma-
jor contributors ro how well
prepared for life and college
black students become. Our
first black female Supreme
Court  Justice strungly at-
tributed her success to access
to the excra curricular activ-
ities available to her in high
school.

Blacks are far less likely to
get a bachelors degree and
r:u'cly from a prestigious in-
stitution.

FUI.' d'IUSC b].ilCI’i WoIncn
who were successful gerting
bachelors degrees and ad-
ranced degrees and entering
professions on the docrorare
level, the question was pased

as to whether this socioeco-
nomic advantage would skew
the incidence of preterm
birth in a direction compa-
rable o white incidence of
preterm birth, and the oppo-
site was found. It was discov-
ered thar upwardly mobile
black women do not make
the income artributed to
their degrees that their white
counterparts with the same
education command. There
is also the addidonal stress
of increased racial prejudicial
treatment in being the only
Black woman in their area
with this type of educarion
and professional responsibil-
ity 8pwardly mobile Black
women remain likely to live
in toxic, 5cgrv:j_;altd Black
communities.

The stress of prejudicial
treatment from slavery and
100 years of Jim Crow con-
rinuing to this day contrib-

utes to changes in the body
That stress causes inflamma-
tion, temporary vasoconstric-
tion, clevated blood pressure,
immune system changes, and
behavioral changes. Thar in-
ﬂﬂl'ﬂl'ﬂil[ﬂl'}' SITESS  response
experienced during pregnan-
cy resuls in depression, anxi-
cty, prolonged elevated blood
pressure, and a higher inci-
dence of preeclampsia. And,
of course, cconomic hardship
15 @ major stressor, too.

Environmenrtal  injustice
is linked to red lining. Red
lines were drawn on maps to
mark areas unsuitable for liv-
ing based on the toxicity of
the environment. Businesses
thar pollure the air, warer,
and soil, usually lecate in
these redlined communities.
These were the areas where
blacks were allowed w live.
These redlined neighbor-
hoods allowed the banks and
insurances ro charge higher
interest rares, charge more
for their services, or deny ser-
vices altogether. Red lining
financially and unfairly mar-
sinalizes ﬂlncks while unfair-
T}' advmltﬂgiug whites.

These redlined communi-
ties have greater air pollurion,
warer pollurion, and soil pol-
lution than areas thar are
not red lined. There is a lack
of trees and plants in these
communities to pruvidc: for
natural reduction of air pol-
lution and protection from
the heat. These areas are heat
islands with a higher heat in-
dex in the summer and are
maore flood prone than other
communities.

The
pn:\-'ul::nt in air Jmllut:d

particulate  matter
communitics provide toxic
exposure that conrribures sig-
nificantly to preterm birth,
Particles are small enough
to enter your lungs and yeur
blood stream increasing the
development of asthma, di-
abetes, heart disease, prema-
ture death, preterm  birth,
and other poor health out-
come com.ﬁtions, Environ-
mental injustice, a form of
structural racism, identifies
the disproportionate expo-
sure ro toxic substances in
black, segregared, redlined

commiuiniries.

Soclo cconomic  stressors
are also related o ]Jrciudi—
cial practices in hiring.. wag-
cs, and promotions. These
circumstances  systemically
perpetuate  poverty in the
black communiry. Concen-
trated poverty;, chronic stress,
exposure to environmental
hazards, lack of employment
opportunitics, limited access
to green space, limited access
to healtheare, and limited ac-
cess to leisure activities and
exercise contribute 1o higher
incidence of menrtal health
problems,  violence, and
crime.

'The black community con-
tributes the least to the global
warming crisis but suffers the
most consequences. We can
change these circumstanc-
es by partnering with our
elected officials to negotiate
change. Global warming is
only insurmountable when
no one is willing to try. To-
gether, there is nothing we

cannort do.
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