Why are so Many People Sick in West Louisville?
By John Hans Gilderbloom
Severe pollution in West Louisville is a leading cause of illness and premature death.  Residents in neighborhoods near chemical factories are dying an average of 12 years earlier than those in East Louisville.  However, a concerted effort is underway to conceal these scientific findings, and misinformation is being spread by a prominent public university.
 The true culprit in this case is Louisville’s elite leadership, which chose to suppress and destroy research while launching a disinformation campaign.  Rather than raise awareness about the harmful effects of industrial pollution in West Louisville, they chose to silence impartial data-driven science conducted at the University of Louisville (UofL) and funded by the local, state and federal government at the cost of over $10 million dollars.  They made the decision to remove the research of 30 esteemed scientists from the UofL website.  This research showed that high levels of pollution in West Louisville had a negative impact on health, learning, and prosperity.  The Board of Trustees approved a plan to shut down the award-winning Kentucky Institute for the Environment & Sustainable Development (KIESD) by removing its webpage from the UofL website and shredding hundreds of copies of Sustain Journal that were once provided free of charge to community members. 
While they ignored the devastating effects of pollution on people’s lives, they enthusiastically promoted tree planting as the new medicine.  They mistakenly believe that the cause of various diseases is a lack of tree density.  This perspective was publicly shared at a UofL press conference in August 2024, when then-President Kim Shatzel, Congressman Morgan McGarvey, the head of the Nature Conservancy, and spokespeople for the newly established Center for Healthy Air, Water, and Soil (which replaced KIESD and the Center for Sustainable Urban Neighborhoods) stated that greater tree density will reduce cancer and heart disease. 
There is little evidence supporting the idea that trees alone are a miracle cure.  My co-authored studies presented in my new book, Climate Chaos: Killing People, Places, and the Planet, found no correlation between higher tree density and reduced cancer rates or increased life span in 140 mid-sized cities, including Louisville.  Likewise, in Louisville’s 160 neighborhoods, there was no connection between neighborhood tree density and lifespan or health problems such as heart disease or COPD.  Despite Louisville ranking in the top 25% for tree density, its residents are not significantly healthier.  
Why has research that contradicts these claims that “trees are medicine”—once available on UofL websites and now  published in my new book—been ignored?  The professors running the Center for Healthy Air, Water and Soil knew the evidence that trees are medicine is slim at best.  Are UofL doctors going to go out on a limb and recommend tree planting as a strategy to prevent cancer and heart disease?  
No one at the UofL press conference mentioned pollution prevention as a proven method for improving the health of West Louisville’s 60,000 residents.  Compared to East Louisville, residents of West Louisville, which has six times the amount of pollution (75,000 pounds) are two to four times more likely to experience illness.  According to the CDC, high blood pressure is twice as prevalent, while kidney disease, obesity, and both physical and mental health issues occur at three times the rate. Diabetes, COPD, and strokes are even more severe, affecting residents four times as often.  The impact extends to children as well—nearly half of third graders in West Louisville score below proficiency standards.  Consequently, average life expectancy in West Louisville is 12 years shorter. 
These findings, however, represent only a fraction of health problems created by pollution.  We are collecting additional data that will likely show that birth defects, autism, epilepsy, multiple sclerosis, and miscarriages are higher in neighborhoods with high pollution.  Moreover, business retention is negatively affected by Louisville’s polluted air, water, and soil.  
A UofL partnership between  the now closed KIESD and  a Louisville chemical company  reduced cancer-causing pollutants by 90% after installing machinery to filter out dangerous toxins  The $3 million dollar demonstration project, funded by the company, represents a significant breakthrough and amazing scientific advancement!  
	Far too many preventable deaths are occurring. The University must restore objective, impartial science—prioritizing the well-being of the people over the interests of polluters who resist stringent environmental regulations for the sake of profit.  It is the sacred duty of a University to advance knowledge and preserve it for public consumption.
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