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Abstract  The author calls the attention to the need of historical approach in human environmental studies – especially on 
inequities and environmental injustices – in Central and Eastern Europe. Different confounders should be considered re-
flecting the specific historical background of the present environmental and public health situation of the region. No deep 
analysis can be performed without studying the situation of ethnic and national minorities. These minorities are often subjects 
of environmental injusticies as well. The author demonstrates examples from the scientific literature to improper conclusions 
as consequences of neglecting geographic and historical facts. References to articles written in small languages may be 
another confounder due to the risk of mistranslations. From the disproportional environmental exposures (caused by his-
torical or political hostilities) via the lack of availability of health care in mother tongue to the possible genetic differences of 
minorities can have significant impact at all levels of environment–health interactions that should be considered in the 
European public health studies. 
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1. Introduction 
The research on environmental protection and health has 

called the attention to the close relationship among envi-
ronmental pollution and low socio-economical state, from 
the turn-of-the-century. Several – mainly American – au-
thors exactly proved that ecologically hazardous sites and 
facilities (toxic waste dumps, landfills, large emitters, etc.) 
are disproportionally located and concentrated in the 
neighbourhood of disadvantaged populations[1,2]. It means, 
lower social state determines lower quality of the available 
environment as well. The European studies, however, indi-
cate another aspect of the issue. 

2. Environmental Justice/Injustice, the 
Definition 

The specific historical-political-geographic conditions of 
some regions of the continent required a more exact defini-
tion of the environmental (in)justice[3,4]. A coherent defi-
nition was worked out by a consensus conference held by 
the Central European University, Budapest: "An environ-
mental injustice exists when members of disadvantaged, 
ethnic, minority or other groups suffer disproportionately at  
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the local, regional (sub-national), or national levels from 
environmental risks or hazards, and/or suffer disproportion-
ately from violations of fundamental human rights as a re-
sult of environmental factors, and/or denied access to envi-
ronmental investments, benefits, and/or natural resources, 
and/or are denied access to information; and/or participation 
in decision-making; and/or access to justice in environ-
ment-related matters[5]." 

2.1. Regional Adaptation of the Concept 

Recently, several studies have been performed and pub-
lished on the environmental injustice in environmental 
management involving its health consequences in the Central 
and Eastern European (CEE) countries. Other studies have 
focused on the inequalities and inequities of populations in 
association with unhealthy habits and lifestyle in the new EU 
member states. They emphasize especially the social aspects 
of the issue: the role of socio-economic, cultural, etc. de-
terminants. Evaluating some other European and US data 
their conclusions can be considered plausible.[5-7] 

3. The Historical Confounder 
Reading the articles critically, we should call attention to 

another aspect of inequities which cannot be regarded either 
as a socio-economic or environmental factor. It can be called 
"historical confounder". In the CEE region – and possibly 
elsewhere in the world as well – human populations, i. e. 
"nations" have been subjects of a significant burden rooting 
in the history. That is why the ethnic map of this region 
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forms a multicoloured patchwork with a sophisticated pat-
tern of national minorities. This situation and the consequent 
national hostilities (German-Polish, German-Czech, Polish- 
Russian, Baltic-Russian, Little Entente1-Hungarian, etc.) is 
the surviving product of the peace treaties closing the two 
world wars. 

The primary subjects of the environmental injustices may 
be the national minorities in CEE. These minorities were 
mainly products of the 20th century's stormy history, when 
suddenly a juvenile or foreign state started to rule millions of 
people, depending on the interests of great powers or their 
little allies. That is, they are organic part of an existing 
(neighbouring) nation, but are frequently only second class 
citizens of another state[8]. (One can find such territories – 
both enclaves and compact zones along the borders – from 
Kaliningrad (Königsberg) to Kosovo, from Gdansk (Danzig) 
to Moldavia (Bessarabia) in great extent[4, 9]. Several na-
tional minorities have been pressured morally, culturally 
(and sometimes physically) by the majority population 
supported by the nationalist or ultranationalist political elite. 
The state constitutions of these countries frequently neglect 
the national identities of these citizens defining them simply 
Romanian, Czech, Slovak, Ukrainian, etc. Sometimes, even 
their right to the native land is questionable for the political 
extremists. At the 2nd half of the 20th century, the imbal-
anced industrialization focused especially onto these territo-
ries. The environmental hot-spots concentrated to the occu-
pied lands inhabited by "strangers" who neither have the 
right to the territorial autonomy, healthy environment, proper 
education, nor the fair medical care.2 

3.1. No Deep Analysis without Being Aware of Historical 
and Political Facts 

WHO experts examined environmental injustice in waste 
management in Western and Central European countries[6]. 
Nevertheless the authors' analysis is proper in general, but is 
valid only with restrictions to the CEE region. For instance, 
unexpected data from Slovakia can indicate the specificities 
of the small new3 countries. As the authors outlined close 
correlation was found between lower socio-economic state 
and higher waste exposure in Italy and the UK, but an inverse 
relationship was described in Slovakia. The historical- 
demographic facts, however, offer a plausible explanation. 
In the present Slovakia, 14.22% of the 5.38 million inhabi-
tants is national or ethnic minority. As the census of 2001 
determined: the number of Hungarians was 520 thousand 
(and 573 thousand by mother tongue)[12]. Landfills are 
                                                             
1Little Entente: Mutual defense arrangement among Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia 
and Romania during the the period between World Wars I and II. It was directed 
against German and Hungarian interests and revenge in the Danube River basin 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica). 
2 Health care in non-native language is a significant disadvantage indicated by 
well-defined health indices. One can compare the situation of Swedish language 
in the Finnish health care system [10] and Hungarian in the Slovak medical 
institutions [11]. 
3 The first, separate state of the Slovaks in the history was the short-living Tiso's 
Slovakia during the WWII, but it became a real independent country only in 
1993. 

rather located in the plain areas which are dominated by the 
Hungarian minority in this country. The biggest part of the 
country is highland populated almost exclusively by Slovak 
people, but mountains are not favourable for construction of 
landfills. In this case, the geographical differences simply 
explain the inverse results, assuming higher living standards 
in the plain territories. 

In other words, the issue is much more difficult than dep-
rivation itself. In some countries the geographical facts, in 
other countries the official environmental policy causes 
disproportional environmental risks for the subpopulations 
[13]. 

3.2. Ethnic vs. National Minority and the "Translation 
Confounder" 

The major ethnic minority in the CEE region is the mul-
tiply handicapped Roma (Gypsy, Romany) population. They 
are also involved in the "waste management issue". Unfor-
tunately, sometimes, relevant data published in minor lan-
guages, in local journals can cause misinterpretations. 
American authors tend to disturb the Balkan and the CEE 
countries; or the Visegrád-4 and post-Soviet states; or ethnic 
and national minorities[9,13]. The WHO study, [6] cites 
improper facts about Roma people from Hungary. These 
populations gave up their traditional migratory lifestyle appr. 
60 years ago, in consequence of the pressure by the com-
munist state. Accordingly, they do not live in "camps often 
settled on contaminated sites" as the report writes, the county 
inhabitants live in colonies in the outskirts of towns and 
villages, while others in slums of bigger cities. Unfortunately, 
their hazardous environment and low hygienic standards are 
mainly developed by themselves. (See the accidental case of 
lead poisoning in a population[4]). These Roma colonies are 
not even similar as known from Emir Kusturica's movie 
"Time of the Gypsies" (1989)[14]. These latter were (?) 
characteristic to Italy and France as an early form of illegal 
waste business operated by Yugoslav Gypsies that time. The 
other Eastern Bloc Gypsies "behind the iron curtain" have 
never been so mobile. The wrong citation of the Hungarian 
National Public Health Service's report[15] by the WHO 
report may otherwise be based on misunderstanding: "15% 
of the 767 Roma colonies for a total of 3 million persons" 
should assume much more inhabitants in Hungary, which 
number is properly only 10 million. Correctly, the 767 
colonies are located in 530 Hungarian settlements with 
altogether 3 million inhabitants. Only 4.7% (138 000) of 
them live in Roma colonies. The difference is more than 
significant. 

Similar questions are generated by the studies from the 
multiethnic CEE countries, see e.g. the recent article of 
Rosicova and coworkers[7]. During studying regional dis-
tribution of alcohol-related mortality in Slovakia, they 
completely forgot about national minorities. For example, 
the aforementioned Hungarian minority lives in vast major-
ity in two well-defined districts of Slovakia. This fact was 
not indicated in the authors' maps they were working with. 
There may be significant socio-cultural differences in the 
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background of data from the lifestyle, nutrition (and other 
confounders) up to the genetic constitution (metabolic al-
terations). These factors may highly modify the results, 
especially considering that Hungarians are not related to the 
surrounding Latin, Slav or German nations[16]. Therefore, 
this type of simple diversification – "Roma or Slovak" 
population in Slovakia – drives the authors to a dead-end 
street. It may be a strange survival of the official homog-
enization policy of the former nationalist-communist re-
gimes in the contemporary science that should be avoided by 
all means. 

4. Conclusions 
In conclusion, "historical" or "minority" injustices mean 

possible pitfalls of European studies on the environmental 
justice, inequites and inequalities. From the disproportional 
environmental exposures (caused by historical or political 
hostilities) via the lack of availability of health care in 
mother tongue to the possible genetic differences of minori-
ties – as compared to the majority population – may handicap 
these groups. In brief, disadvantageous situation of some 
European minorities can be demonstrated at all levels of 
environment–health interactions therefore studies should 
consider and emphasize the special historical background, as 
well. 
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