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Environmental Justice

Scope of the Problem 
       Environmental Justice is the fair treatment of all 
people regardless of race, ethnicity, income, etc., in 
respect to the implementation and enforcement of 
environmental laws and policies (EPA, 2017). The 
environmental justice movement fights to stop disparities 
in the way minorities and low-income communities bare 
more of the effects from pollutants. A Yale study found 
that African Americans had higher exposure rates than 
whites for 13 out of the 14 hazardous pollutants that can 
cause asthma, cardio vascular disease, and cancer (Center 
for American Progress, 2016). Water contamination 
plagues more minority and low-income communities than 
it does white communities, with 11.2% of African 
American children being exposed to lead compared to 
2.3% of white children (Center for American Progress, 
2016).  
       Recently, more policies have been introduced to 
combat the environmental burden put on low-income and 
minority populations. Policies have attempted to require 
more regulations, introduce more resources into 
vulnerable communities, and work with community 
members to combat environmental injustice. However, 
hazardous facilities continue to plague these urban 
neighborhoods. With still limited resources, these 
communities struggle to build a case against large 
corporate facilities that pollute their neighborhoods. New 
strategic plans, such as EJ 2020, are hoping to set a higher 
standard for facilities and work with local and state 
governments to create positive impact in over burdened 
communities. More can be done to gather local 
community outreach and change, make hazardous 
facilities responsible for environmental effects, and 
ensure that environmental justice transpires. 

Past Policy 

       One of the first major federal policies 
effecting environmental justice was Executive 
Order12898. In 1994, President Bill Clinton 
issued this order to address the concerns of 
minority and low-income populations in regards 
to these groups experiencing a disproportionate 
burden in terms of environmental health effects 
(EPA, 1994). Under EO 12898, federal agencies 
must produce data and create plans that show 
equal treatment of 
all peoples when 
it comes 
protecting against 
environmental 
pollution (EPA, 
1994). The plan 
for this order was 
to bring attention 
to the health 
hazards being 
exposed to 
vulnerable 
populations and to 
reduce the risk of this exposure from continuing. 
However, this order has been criticized for 
lacking the mechanisms to ensure that agencies 
are complying and that they are being held 
accountable if data showed environmental 
hazards were placed on vulnerable communities 
(White-Newsome, 2016). 
       New York State passed CP-29 Environmental 
Justice and Permitting Policy in 2003. This policy 
amended the Department of Environmental 
Conservation’s previous permitting process by 
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establishing more requirements for projects to 
acknowledge and rectify potential environmental 
justice issues (Department of Environmental 
Conservation, 2003). The amendment provided 
more information on environmental justice to 
those proposing projects in vulnerable 
communities and increased the requirements to 
have public participation for proposed projects 
with members of the community. Additionally, 
alternative ways to resolve issues that arise 
between the community and project sponsors 
were offered (Department of Environmental 
Conservation, 2003). The purpose of these new 
amendments was to lessen the likelihood that a 
project proposal would damage community 
health or increase the environmental burden on a 
vulnerable community. However, with these 
policies being vague in their descriptions of 
alternative resolutions and regulations, many 
facilities still manage to expose minorities and 
low-income communities to hazardous pollutants. 

Current Policy 
       In 2016, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) developed a strategic plan to bring 
attention to the environmental and health issues 
facing vulnerable peoples such as low income, 
minority and indigenous populations. The EJ 
2020 Action Agenda is a plan with three main 
goals. The first goal is to deepen environmental 
justice practices within EPA programs in order to 
improve the health and environment of 
overburdened communities. The second is to 
work with partners and communities to expand a 

positive impact on 
the overburdened 
communities. 
The third goal is 
to produce 
significant 
progress on the 
national 
challenges facing 

environmental justice (EPA, 2016). The plan will 
focus on multiple issue areas to reach each goal, 
such as focusing on rule making, permitting and 
enforcement in regards to the first goal, 
addressing state and local governments, federal 
agencies, and community-based work for goal 
two, and combating lead disparities, poor 
drinking water, poor air quality and hazardous 
waste sites for goal three (EPA, 2016). The EPA 
hopes that EJ 2020 will reach these goals by the 
year 2020, creating a sustainable, positive impact 
on the environmental justice movement. 

       In 2017, the New York City Council passed 
what was described as, “the most comprehensive 
environmental justice legislative package in any 
city in the nation” (New 
York City Council, 2107). 
The legislation passed 
comes in two parts, Int. 
0886 and Int. 0359. Int. 
0886 requires the Mayor 
to establish an Interagency 
Working Group (IWG) 
that will develop an 
Environmental Justice 
Plan that guides decision-
making in the city to 
incorporate environmental 
justice concerns, identifies 
initiatives that could be 
taken in order to promote 
environmental justice and 
provides specific 
recommendations to 
agencies to bring any projects or operations up to 
the standard of environmental justice concerns 
(New York City Council, 2107). The IWG will 
consist of representatives from agencies in New 
York City that are relevant to the issue of 
environmental justice, for example, the 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene and 
the Department of Environmental Protection.  
       Int. 0359 expands upon Int. 0886 by 
requiring the IWG to conduct an environmental 
justice study that identifies the areas being 
exposed to environmental justice concerns (New 
York City Council, 2107). The study should 
develop data and programs that can be used to 
advance environmental justice goals of 
eliminating the disproportionate health burden 
from environmental degradation on vulnerable 
communities. The bill also requires that this 
information be displayed in a portal on the city’s 
website so that it is publicly available. The 
information displayed should include an 
interactive map showing the boundaries of 
environmental justice areas and what sites or 
facilities pose environmental concern (New York 
City Council, 2107). From the information 
gathered by this study, the IWG will also issue 
policy, budget, and legislative initiatives to 
combat the environmental concerns. Int. 0886 
and 0359 are initiatives put forth in New York 
City that will hopefully pave the way for more 
comprehensive environmental justice policy 
throughout the state. 
      



Key Organizations 

These organizations have a focus on implementing 
environmental justice within New York through 
grassroots, policy, legislative, and advocacy efforts. 

• Environmental Advocates of NY: 
Monitor state government, evaluate proposed laws, 
and champion policies and practices that will ensure 
the responsible stewardship of our shared 
environment. 

• Arbor Hill Environmental Justice, Inc.: 
Educate the Arbor Hill Community about its’ natural 
urban environment and how stewardship of its’ 
resources leads to individual and collective 
empowerment. 

• WE ACT for Environmental Justice: 
Build healthy communities by ensuring that people 
of color and/or low income residents participate 
meaningfully in the creation of sound and fair 
environmental health and protection policies and 
practices.

Policy Options
 

Hold Facilities Accountable 

Local facility owners should become involved in 
environmental justice in order to protect their 
production and the jobs of their workers. Many New 
Yorkers rely on working-class jobs that are placed in 
city areas where environmental burdens are harshest. 
To help keep these jobs in place a community based 
approach for technical and financial strategies that help 
businesses comply with environmental regulations can 
keep business in communities without degrading the 
health of the people (Bautista, Dwyer, Osorio, 2015). If 
facilities are not willing to comply with regulations there 
must be consequences. The current policies want to 
discover environmental burdens and work to diminish 
them, but many times the facilities do not receive 
repercussions to their actions (White-Newsome, 2016). 
Without adding stricter policy on the consequences of 
environmental injustice occurring, facilities will still be 
able to pollute vulnerable communities. 

Enhance Grassroots Engagement 

Grassroots groups are at the center of many 
social movements and should be implemented 
in the fight for environmental justice. A leader 
in environmental justice, Dr. Robert Bullard, 
believed that grassroots advocates are what 
drive change and need to be used to shift the 
order of authority (Bullard, 2001). In 2001, Dr. 
Bullard was advocating for equity and justice 
for vulnerable populations being overburdened 
by environmental hazards. Today, groups still 
urge grassroots movements to engage in this 
movement. In Washington D.C., it has been 
suggested that a policy resource center be 
developed in the communities being burdened 
by pollutants so that policy solutions can be 
advocated and answered within the community 
itself (White-Newsome, 2016).  

Zoning Regulations 

Multiple vulnerable areas are 
disproportionately affected by pollution due 
to zoning laws. Positive infrastructure is 
placed in predominately middle-class, 
Caucasian neighborhoods, while hazardous 
facilities are placed in minority, low-income 
communities (Wilson, Hutson, Mujahid, 
2008). This unequal zoning creates a 
disparity of the distribution of resources and 
overburdens the most vulnerable 
communities. Policies, similar to the ones for 
California’s Office of Planning and 
Research, should be added that require 
urban planning to take into account 
environmental issues so environmental 
burdens are lessened and resources are 
allocated to vulnerable communities 
(Wilson, Hutson, Mujahid, 2008). 



Glossary of Terms 

Environmental Justice: the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national 
origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, 
and policies. 
Grassroots: the common or ordinary people, especially as contrasted with the leadership or elite of a political party, social 
organization, etc.; the rank and file. 
Vulnerable Populations: include the economically disadvantaged, racial and ethnic minorities, the uninsured, low-
income children, the elderly, the homeless, etc. 
Zoning Laws: limit commercial use of land in order to prevent oil, manufacturing or other types of businesses from 
building in residential neighborhoods. 
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