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CEA 95 - HOW RACISM AND ECONOMICS AFFECT
INFRASTRUCTURE WITH COLLIN YARBROUGH
Civil engineering is famously known
for its positive impacts on society
once a project is completed and fully
functioning. Today’s episode,
however, will make you reflect on
societal questions that play a crucial
role in our communities long before
the project is even approved.

It was during his master’s studies in
sustainability and development at
Southern Methodist University that he
found the inspiration and information
needed to write his first book, Paved a
Way. After being required to write a
paper on the impact of an engineering
design element in Dallas, he found an
impressive piece of information: more
than 1,100 bodies of people who were
formerly enslaved had been removed for
the expansion of the Central Expressway
US-75. This finding led him to research
even further, and consequently find even
more patterns like this taking place in so
many cities across Texas.

Collin Yarbrough started out his
engineering career as most engineers
out there: playing with Legos as a kid.
However, given his interest in a lot of
different things, he chose to pursue an
interdisciplinary education combining
both engineering and management at
Clarkson University. After getting his
Bachelor of Science in 2011, he went
through a tough life period where he
could not find a job as a consequence
of the recession of 2008 and 2009.
Therefore, he decided to start a bakery
while getting some temporary job
positions here and there in Dallas.
Only after some pipeline regulatory
and compliance legislation was passed
he was able to find an engineering job
as a pipeline engineer.

Combining this information with his
training in politics and race during his
theological studies, he realized that
infrastructure patterns can, and most of
them are, linked to the propagation of
social issues such as racism and
segregation. That’s because most of the
decisions regarding such projects are
being made by the “dominant”
population, with little to no participation
of those people from social minority
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groups. That is, if the “dominant”
social group decides that the railroad
or highway should pass over a specific
portion of land, regardless of what is
on it or what it represents to other
groups, that’s where it’s going to be
constructed. However, what does the
minor portion of the population have to
say about the location of this new
project?
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After realizing the social impacts of
such a decision, Collin suggests that
the best way to fight such problems is
twofold: First, executive orders from
the government should have taken into
account what people in such minority
groups have to say about the project,
or even invite them to participate in the
decision-making process. Second, as
someone recognized by their expertise
and knowledge, an engineer’s opinion
is heavily weighted in any situation,
and they can use that to question the
decisions being made in such
infrastructure projects. For example,
who decided the best way for the
railroad to go is this one? What are the
societal and environmental impacts of
building this road right here?

Collin recommends all engineers to
educate themselves on the subject and
not simply accept the decision that
gets to them, but also actively
question them and provide alternative
viewpoints. They can read the book
The Color of Law, by Richard
Rothstein, to learn a bit more about it,
but then go beyond and grab a copy of
other related books.
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