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Climate change is here. As much as I hear people claiming that we are still waiting for it

or it’s getting closer, it is already here. And it has been slowly worsening for almost two

centuries. But the United States has experienced little of the overall effect, and this is due to

privilege. Increasing amounts and severity of natural disasters is one of the main ways we feel it

here in our nation. On the west coast specifically, and here in Colorado, we experience violent

wildfires. These wildfires do not just happen because “they’re supposed to” anymore, it’s much

more than that. Wildfires influence everyone who experience them. There is not one person who

has lived near a wildfire and not felt some of the impact. Whether it be the suffocating smoke

that fills the air, or the damage the fire itself does to property, homes, and loved ones. The

vicinity a fire leaves an impression on is more than just the land it is burning. It is the

surrounding communities and cities as well. And though this is true no matter social status or

identity, minoritized groups consistently are the ones to be harmed more than the significantly

privileged.

Most of this concept is rooted in poverty and classism. Evacuating in the event of a fire is

what saves countless lives. Without something to evacuate with, or somewhere to evacuate to,

there is most often no choice but to stay. Having fire insurance is also a privilege that requires

wealth, and without this, losing everything in a fire is the end of it. It is very difficult to bounce

back when one has nothing left, and no way to get anything back. Being poor should not mean

that someone must risk their life and livelihood, or their loved ones’ lives, just due to the fact

they do not have a vehicle or place to go, or resources. Alternatively, being wealthy should not

mean the rich can leave and go wherever they want, to avoid the reality of environmental crises.

Classism is more than categorizing someone’s worth based on the income of their

household, it also takes into consideration the social identity and status. In Colorado, 22.9% of

American Indians have income below the poverty line, 21.1% of Latinos, 20.2% of black people,

15.6% of Asians, and only 8.9% of white people. Those in poverty have a significantly higher

chance of being in a minoritized group than not, and those in minoritized groups are more likely

to either end up in poverty or be born into it. The Nature Conservancy and the University of

Washington released a fascinating study on wildfire impact that pertained to higher vulnerability

in minoritized groups. Indigenous people are 6 times more likely to be forced to live in areas

prone to wildfire. They are kicked out of their land, and told where to go, just for that new land

to burn. Additionally, black, Hispanic, and Native American communities have a higher

vulnerability to wildfires than wealthy white communities by 50%. That is double the chance of

being personally touched and affected, double the chance of having everything ripped away from

them, double the chance of their lives being ruined by a fire that’s severity could have been

reduced, if only we listened to the earth and poured money and time into the environment instead

of other things.

I am still a kid, but for the past years I have had to watch my world, the one I am

supposed to grow and learn in, teach me how it is dying. Show me how it cannot hold the

pressure of what humankind has done to it. I lived in California for four years, and every single



summer, wildfires got worse, bigger, deadlier, scarier. I watched them happen, and then the

aftermath, and then would watch them happen again the next year, even more climactic. I am

advantaged and lived in a privileged, white community, tucked away, and kept safe from the

lethality of the fires, and kept safe from the idea that I could lose everything and never get

anything back.

But I cannot watch my future burn and watch the minoritized lose everything because of

the wealthy carelessness. So, I am asking that we take action. Consider the lives of those that do

not have every single available privilege. Evolve our systems to prepare for environmental crises

in a way that benefits and helps everyone, regardless of class, race, gender, ability, age, or sexual

orientation. I ask that we expand the languages and convenience in which valuable information

regarding these topics is released, and advocate for programs meant for the underprivileged to

always have somewhere to go and a way to get there. I am asking that we make accessibility key,

that no one should have to decide between keeping their home or keeping their life, and that

absolutely no one feels like they have no one caring whether or not they escape a fire alive. I ask

that we think about more than ourselves because that is privilege. Privilege is unescapable, but

positively taking advantage of it, using a platform, and spending time learning and justifying

those who are unable to speak is how the disadvantaged can benefit from our privilege. We can

create change, but change requires partnership and acceptance. It is our job to come together and

make the world a better place, and the state of Colorado can start by improving wildfire safety

measures for everyone.

Thank you,

A Colorado Teen.


