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Presentation Outline

n Background on EJ and disproportionate impacts

n EJ and air pollution: Lived experience of communities and 
empirical evidence

n Structural racism and EJ

n Strategies and methods to advance community air protection

n Conclusions
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Historical Roots of Environmental Justice

The EJ movement, started by people (primarily people of color) to address inequitable environmental 
protection and environmental services in their communities was grounded in civil rights and the environmental 
movement. The movement builds on the lived experience of disproportionately impacted communities. The 
work of these early advocates paved the way for program development starting in the early 1990’s, over the 
past 30 years, have resulted in significant progress at all levels of government.

3

United Church of 
Christ Study, 1987

Executive Order 
12898, 1994

Warren County, North 
Carolina, 1982

First People of Color 
Environmental Leadership 
Summit, 1991



What is environmental justice?
Fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all 

people, regardless of race, color, national origin or 
income, in the development, implementation and 
enforcement of laws, regulations and policies that 

affect the environment and public health
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Science of Disproportionate 
Environmental Health Impacts

DRIVERS
• Built Environment: Proximity to 

pollution sources (e.g., stationary 
and mobile air emissions) 
• Natural Environment: Disasters 

(e.g., wildfires, heat waves, 
pandemics)
• Social Environment: Health 

disparities (e.g., asthma, heart 
disease, hypertension, diabetes)

Environmental injustice 
is a force multiplier 



Empirical Scientific Evidence on 
Disproportionate Impacts

Multiple Issues
• Exposure and proximity to 

pollution sources
• Physical infrastructure
• Health impacts and 

disparities
• Social vulnerability
• Unique exposure pathways
• Psycho-social stress
• Climate and natural 

disasters
• Cumulative impacts

Multiple Media
• Air
• Water
• Land
• Waste
• Toxics
• Workers

Thousands of peer-reviewed articles now exist addressing multiple areas through 
multiple methodologies.  Literature continuously expands to new areas of research.



Disproportionate 
Impacts

Sources: CalEPA Office of 
Environmental Health Hazard 
Assessment and EPA EJSCREEN

Disproportionate 
impacts is the 
consistent pattern of a 
combination of greater 
pollution burden and 
population vulnerability
affecting the same 
communities, primarily 
minority, low-income, 
indigenous populations, 
as demonstrated by 
ample evidence.The decades-long journey from 

describing, quantifying to mapping



CalEnviroScreen
• Combines pollution burden and population 

characteristics 
• Ranks communities according to combined 

scores for cumulative impacts
• Informed by significant and ongoing public 

input

8Available as an interactive web map

Pollution
Burden

Population 
Characteristics

http://oehha.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=4560cfbce7c745c299b2d0cbb07044f5


EJSCREEN

EJSCREEN Training Videos
https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen/ejscreen-videos

https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen/ejscreen-videos


Disproportionate Air Pollution Impacts: 
Lived Experience of Communities

• South Bronx: Solid Waste

•Norco, Louisiana: Community 
Near Refinery Relocated

•California: Wildfires and 
Farmworkers 

Graphics Sources: Brickunderground.com, MIT Press, Vice.com 



Disproportionate Air Pollution Impacts:
Historical Evidence

Wernette and Nieves, 1992

EPA Journal: Environmental Protection–Has It Been Fair? (March/April 1992) 



Disproportionate Air Pollution Impacts:
Empirical Studies

Unequal exposure to airborne 
particulate matter components

Inequity between exposure burden and 
consumption benefit 

Tessum, et.al. 2019Bell and Ebisu 2012



EJ Strategic Plan Environmental Outcomes 
Measure: PM2.5 NAAQS (2017)

ORD Study: PM Disparities from 
Stationary Sources (2018)

EJ and Air Pollution at EPA: Progress 
and Challenges

Mikati, et.al.



Residential Segregation and Air Quality

Morello-Frosch and Jesdale 2005



Historical Legacy of EJ: Redlining and Structural Racism
Verbatim Surveyor Descriptions of 
Redlined Areas during 1930s:
• “Odors and noises from local industries. 

Infiltration of colored and Orientals. 
Predominance of older, cheap cottages. 
Zoned for industry.”

• “Odors from factories; infiltration of Orientals 
and colored.”

• “Adjoining industrial area with attendant 
odors, smoke, etc.” 

• “Nearest to the industries, thereby being 
mainly occupied by wage earning families”

Oakland, 
California

Source: Digital 
Scholarship Lab, 
University of 
Richmond and 
CalEnviroScreen

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panoram
a/redlining/#loc=8/42.533/-75.278

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/


Public Policies and 
Government Programs

n Exclusion from participation in decision-
making
n Identify examples from own experience

n Disparities in resource investments
n Identify examples from own experience

n Inequities in development and 
implementation of regulations
n Identify examples from own experience
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Strategies and Methods: California’s Community 
Air Protection Program (AB 617)
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Source: California Air Resources Board 



Strategies and Methods: Owning Our Air –
The West Oakland Community Action Plan
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Sources: BAAQMD and Earthjustice



Strategies and Methods: 
Three Paradigm Shifts 

n Moving from large geographic 
to neighborhood scales 

n Joint planning and power 
sharing

n Addressing structural racism 
and disproportionate impacts
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Source: BAAQMD



Conclusions
n EJ is proving to be a powerful “lens” by which to 

understand current issues, such as Covid-19 

n Not only does ample evidence regarding disproportionate 
impacts of air pollution exist, but it is growing

n Disproportionate air pollution impacts are demonstrably 
linked to structural racism

n Replicable strategies and methods to advance community 
air protection are emerging
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