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“I speak as a historian, a recorder of 
events with a sour stomach.  I have no 
love for memories of the past.”



I. Color-Blindness in Water Law 
and Policy 

II.  Colorful Colorado
III.Back to the Color of Water



. 

I.
“Any idiot that sees only the 

obvious is blind.”





A few notes on terminology

Race

A social and historical construct based on ideas, 
attitudes, consciousness, identity, ideology, and most 
importantly, power.

Color

A legal and extra-legal category that is used to 
extend or deny countless resources, rewards, 
and benefits.



Color Blindness  

Ways of talking and thinking that affirm our belief in 
individualism without recognizing the many 
remaining barriers to equality. The end result is that 
it removes racism, past or present, as explanatory 
factors for disparities.  

Color Consciousness 

Understanding that many institutional settings—
politics, schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces, 
are structured on the needs and experiences of 
dominant groups despite seeming inclusion of 
diverse racial groups. 



Water Infrastructure Reflects 

Deliberate Prejudice Against Communities of Color

On Basis of Race

Reinforced by a “Colorblind” Legal Regime

Access to Water to Water in US 
Has Been Built on a Jim Crow 

Scheme





Catarina de Albuquerque, Report of the Special Rapporteur 
on the Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation, 
United Nations Human Rights Council (August 2011).

Report of the Michigan Civil Rights Commission, The Flint 
Water Crisis:  Systemic Racism Through the Lens of Flint 
(February 2017).

NAACP LDF, Water/Color:  Study of Race and the Water 
Affordability Crisis in America’s Cities (May 2019).
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II.
“I was no longer afraid of the 
intellectuals. I knew I could 

tell a better story.”





“One of the few depictions of 
Denver's anti-Chinese riot of 
Oct. 31, 1880, this illustration 

(based on a sketch by N. B. 
Wilkins) appeared in Frank 

Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper 
on November 20 of that year. 
Rioters assault Chinese men, 

throw belongings out of 
windows and use wooden 

beams to destroy frame 
buildings. 

https://www.cpr.org/2019/09/0
2/on-halloween-nearly-150-

years-ago-an-anti-chinese-riot-
broke-out-in-denver/



Burned cross outside the home and 
offices of a prominent African 
American Doctor

Member of the Klu Klux Klan at Overland Park in Denver

Images courtesy Western History Collection, Denver Public Library
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Edwin C. Johnson Collection, State Archives



Only persons of the 
Caucasian race shall own, 
use, or occupy any dwelling 
or residence erected upon 
said lots or tracts, provided, 
however, that occupancy by 
persons of another race who 
are employed as domestic 
servants by the occupying 
owner or occupying tenant 
shall not constitute a 
violation of the protective 
covenant.

-Burns Brentwood 
Subdivision Filing No. 2, 1949



Neighborhoods with highest concentration of African Americans, 
Mexican Americans, Japanese Americans, and American Indians



RedLining “GUIDE 
MAP to Denver and 

Suburbs”
Home Owners Loan 

Corp (1938), 
Denver Public Library 

Digital Collection



Managing Color in 
The Most Color(blind) of Ways





The “Great and Growing City”



Water System of the 
Denver Water Board
An independent agency 
of the City and County of 
Denver. 

Supported by user 
charges and directed by a 
Board appointed to six-
year terms by Denver’s 
Mayor.

Largest supplier of water 
in the Metropolitan area. 



Water 
Delivery 
System in 
Denver 
Metropolitan 
Area



Land Use and 
Valuation Map

Source:  
Preliminary 
Report, Sites for 
Low-Cost 
Housing Projects 

Denver Planning 
Commission 
(1949)





Neighborhoods with highest concentration of African Americans, 
Mexican Americans, Japanese Americans, and American Indians



RedLining “GUIDE MAP to Denver and Suburbs”
Home Owners Loan Corp (1938), 

Denver Public Library Digital Collection



The Denver Water Board “Blue” 
and “Brown” Line Circa 1950

Source:  Urbanized 
Denver and the 
Metropolitan Area:  A 
Basis For Our Policy 
Decision on our 
Utilities, Major Streets, 
and Annexation 

Denver Planning 
Commission (1953).







ROCKY 
MOUNTAIN 
NEWS, Nov. 
10, 1959, at 6. 

DENV. POST, Nov. 13, 
1959, at 1. 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN 
NEWS, Nov. 12, 
1959, at 5. 



Eva Hodges, Fuel Contaminating Wells in 
Adams County, DEN. POST, Aug. 24, 1954, 
at 19.  



Kathy Gosliner, 70 Residents 
Attend Non-Meeting on Water 
Problems, ROCKY MOUNTAIN 
NEWS, Dec. 12, 1973, at 102. 





“Here could lie a 
potentially great city!”

Memo to Industries- 
Denver Business and 
Industrial Community

From Denver Chamber of 
Commerce (undated)

Anti-Defamation League 
Collection, University of 
Denver Archives
Box 17, FF 9





Areas Considered for Annexation by the City and County of Denver during 
school integration litigation (1969-1973)

Denver’s “sphere of influence” in Metropolitan Denver 
Denver Post, October 21, 1973.



The Poundstone “Amendment”
 

An act to amend Articles XIV and 
XX of the Constitution of the State 

of Colorado, concerning the 
annexation of property by a County 

or City and County…

 





-John Bromley, Denver Post, November 18, 1974

“It is, I think, right to suppose that the 
primary reason for the easy passage of 
the Poundstone Amendment was the 

suburbs fear of busing.  If, in other 
words, there is to be a ghetto, and 

busing is to relieve the pressures and 
injustice of the ghetto, let it all be 

within the City and County—and school 
district—of Denver.”





. 

III.
“Wisdom should be freely 
available to all . . . without 
smart-alecky impediments”



Taking Off the Colorblind Lens



Grutter v. Bollinger, 539 U.S. 306 (2003)

Just as growing up in a particular region 
or having particular professional 
experiences is likely to affect an 
individual's views, so too is one's own 
unique experience of being a racial 
minority in a society, like our own, in 
which race unfortunately still matters.

-Justice Sandra Day O’Connor



Regulatory Drinking Water Regimes
State & Federal

Contaminated Taps
in Communities of Color

Management of a Particular Water Supply
Local

Water Justice Toolkit



Colorado's EJ Act and Protection of 
Disproportionately Impact Communities 

New Tools to Add 



What are Disproportionately 
Impacted Communities? 



• Census Block Groups with one of 3 demographic factors:
• More than 40% low-income households;
• More than 40% people of color households;
• More than 40% housing cost-burdened households;

• Communities with a history of environmental racism 
perpetuated through exclusionary laws, including redlining, 
anti-Hispanic, anti-Black, anti-indigenous, and anti-immigrant 
laws; and

• Communities where multiple factors (socioeconomic 
stressors, disproportionate environmental burdens, lack of 
public participation) cumulatively contribute to persistent 
public health and environmental disparities.

-CO EJ Act House Bill 21-1266 (2021) 

https://cohealthviz.dphe.state.co.us/t/EnvironmentalEpidemiologyPublic/views/EJActDICommunities-Public/HB21-1266DICommunities?%3AshowAppBanner=false&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3AshowVizHome=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link&%3AisGuestRedirectFromVizportal=y&%3Aembed=y






Racial or Social Impact Statements

New Tools to Add 



Racial impact statements are a tool for law and 
policy makers to evaluate potential disparities of 

proposed legislation or policy prior to adoption and 
implementation. 

Policymakers may then be able to modify legislation 
that would worsen existing racial disparities.







Ideas to Keep in Mind

• “Race [and other social inequities] Still 
Matter”

• Asset Based Community Development (ABCD)
• Community-Engaged Collaboration

For updates, check out my 
The Color of Water in Colorado Project

https://operations.du.edu/irise/project-color-of-water




Thank You!
Questions?

tom.romero@du.edu
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