What is Environmental Justice?

Environmental Justice is the unbiased treatment and significant involvement of
people of all races, incomes, and cultures with respect to the development,
execution, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies.
The term environmental justice is often used interchangeably with the term
environmental equity, which refers to the equal distribution of environmental
effects, such as pollution and contamination, across all groups, as well as
equitable policies and processes to reduce differences in those who endure
environmental problems. Such unbiased treatment implies that no group should
shoulder a disproportionate share of negative environmental impacts. Ecology
can be used in conjunction with other sciences to identify cases or potential
cases of environmental injustice and classify areas of risk. It is also useful in
determining solutions and utilizing study results to influence policy making.
Once policies or management practices are implemented, ecological
monitoring ensures their effectiveness.
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How are people affected by unjust environmental practices?
Unjust environmental practices predominantly influence lower income communities and those composed
primarily of ethnic, social, and racial minorities. These groups are often faced with the burden of
environmental hazards, which many times result in lasting health problems. Landfills, chemical and power
plants, and waste dumping sites are usually located in or near low-income areas where the citizens are less
likely to fight against the intrusion than are citizens of wealthier areas. These areas subsequently have
higher levels of air, water, and soil pollution. Residential and occupational exposure to hazardous
substances from these sources causes higher rates of birth defects, cancer, asthma, diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, and many other health issues. Because these affected communities are usually poorer, access to
quality health care can be limited, worsening the problem.

Despite the disproportionate distribution of risk, all Americans
are faced with a certain degree of environmental injustice.
Information is frequently withheld from citizens concerning the
“health” of their town or county in order to maintain high
property values. Often people will suffer from chronic illness
without considering the possibility that the source of their
sickness is external (ie: air, water).

Why does Environmental Injustice occur?

Economics — Residents of low-income communities do not have the means to purchase property in unaffected
areas or move out of polluted neighborhoods.

Lack of Civic Empowerment — Minority and low-income community members are often unaware of policy
decisions affecting them and how to access the political system. They lack the resources, such as time and
money, which would enable them to take political action. Technology and other resources to prevent and
combat the effects of environmental risks are also scarce.

Communication & Cultural Barriers — Language and cultural barriers may prevent effective participation in the
decision making process, as those who don’t speak English may be unaware of opportunities and unable to
communicate their ideas effectively.
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What role does Ecology play in Environmental Justice?

As scientists are now studying urban ecology, the ecology of cities and surrounding areas, rather than solely focusing on
pristine or “undisturbed” ecosystems, there exists great opportunity to contribute to environmental justice. Because
humans have transformed the land to provide food, shelter, and products for use, and have therefore had a large impact
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on the environment, assessing impacts of environmental decisions requires an understanding
of ecological processes and principles. Ecology allows us to test the abilities of ecosystems
to deal with disturbances, including pollution and other anthropogenic hazards. Current
ecological studies focus on our changing environment as well as the causes behind and the
consequences of these changes. Many ecologists study the relationship between “indicator”
and “keystone” species and their habitats, as these species allow researchers to assess the
health and sustainability of an environment. Combining these studies with chemical testing
and sociological research can help ecologists predict or identify potential risks that
environmental hazards have on ecosystems as well as on the humans that inhabit them.

The biological and physical composition of the environment can determine the actions or
steps needed to resolve problems. Ecological processes are affected by time, location,
frequency and severity of disturbance, species interactions, and local abiotic factors.
Understanding their role in the function, stability, and resilience of an ecosystem helps to
gauge the gravity of the problem and contributes to developing solutions to environmental
challenges. When environmental problems are studied using ecological principles,
environmental impact statements can be formed; these statements are useful in directing
policy and management decisions. The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
requires that environmental impact statements are prepared as evaluations of the effects

government actions can have on the environment, including its occupants. Ecological research can also be used to
devise solutions to existing environmental problems, as well as monitor the effectiveness of policies and management
schemes once they are initiated.
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| Ecologists whose work is relevant to Environmental Justice are involved in:

o Examining patterns of urban development and their ecological effects
|« Understanding the value of ecosystems and the use of natural resources
i to human prosperity and health

e Identifying causes of and remedies for pollution

o Restoring and conserving degraded ecosystems

| o Developing guidelines for effective and sustainable land management

i e Developing new environmental technologies that integrate ecology,

: economics, environmental justice, technology, social science, and

| education

All of these efforts have an impact on how communities are affected, and they
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International Environmental Injustice

Although environmental injustice has been discussed mainly on a domestic level, there are numerous cases of
global environmental injustice. Millions of metric tons of hazardous wastes are shipped to undeveloped
countries to be disposed. Moreover, the effects of these pollutants are intensified as the recipient countries lack
the resources to efficiently and correctly manage them and the public health problems they cause. In addition to
the disposal of waste, minorities are often exposed to other risks, including air pollution and nuclear testing, of
which the short and long-term effects are extremely hazardous. Environmental justice strives to institute
mechanisms that regulate waste trade, chemical testing, and exposure to other pollutants, and inform the
recipients about both the hazards and the measures needed to prevent problems from occurring.
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Other websites that provide information on Environmental Justice:

Environmental Justice Resource Center at Clark Atlanta University
www.ejrc.cau.edu

The Environmental Protection Agency Environmental Justice Homepage
www.epa.gov/compliance/environmental justice

Ecojustice Network
wWww.igc.org

Environmental Justice Fund
www.ejfund.org

U.S. Long Term Ecological Research Network
www.lternet.edu

Community Coalition for Environmental Justice
www.ccej.org/ej.shtml
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World Resources Institute
population.wri.org

Working Group on Environmental Justice
wWww.ecojustice.net
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