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Intro to Environmental Justice: A Brief
Essential Overview
Environmental justice is recognizing and acting upon the
disproportionate effects of climate change (and other forms of
environmental degradation) on low-income communities of color.
Environmental hazards are unevenly present in areas populated by
Black, Brown, and Indigenous people — these communities are
overburdened and underserved in an inequitable system that enables
fossil fuel companies to disproportionately concentrate harm onto
them. This document outlines the most essential elements of
environmental racism that should be explored in classrooms, court
rooms, and beyond.

2

Table of Contents
-What is Environmental Justice? (An Overview of Current
Dynamics in the United States) … page 3
-An American History of Environmental Justice … page 10
● European Colonialism and Environmental Interference
— Recognizing Indigenous Communities … page 11
● The Dangerous Legacy of Slavery, Jim Crow, and
Segregation … page 17
● The Movement and its Fluctuations: A Social and
Political History … page 24
-International Environmental Justice: Investigating How the
Legacy of Colonialism and Dominant Global Powers Shape
Sustainable Systems … page 30
-Public Policy — the Solution? … page 38
-The Everyday Guide to Activism — How Anyone (You!) Can
Contribute to the Environmental Justice Movement … page 43

3

What is Environmental Justice? (An Overview of
Current Dynamics in the United States)
Environmental justice, as defined by the United States’
Environmental
Protection
Agency, is “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.”
In essence, this means that, regardless of socioeconomic
status, people and nations should not have to bear
disproportionate environmental hazards or consequences.
When decisions are made in environmental policy and
business, they should be representative of the views and needs
of every population and nation that stands to be impacted.
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According to the EPA, “whether by conscious design or
institutional neglect, communities of color in urban ghettos,
in rural 'poverty pockets,' or on economically impoverished
Native-American reservations face some of the worst
environmental devastation in the nation.”
In the United States, an estimated 70% of contaminated
waste sites are located in low-income neighborhoods, with
over 2 million Americans living within a mile of sites that are
vulnerable to flooding. Most of these communities are Black
and brown.
Such forms of environmental racism are a pressing public
health concern. For example, in Grays Ferry, South
Philadelphia — a neighborhood primarily consisting of Black
residents — multiple residents under 70 were diagnosed with
gallbladder cancer, despite the disease being relatively
uncommon (particularly outside of that age group). The cases
were eventually traced to a 150-year-old refinery plant in the
area. The EPA later found that the refinery was out of
compliance with the Clean Air Act.
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Another notably outrageous example of environmental
racism is the infamous Cancer Alley in Louisiana — this
85-mile stretch of land is a site of environmental devastation
in which residents die at horrific, disproportionate rates,
largely due to cancer, heart disease, and respiratory disease
caused by air pollution and chemical fumes. This area —
comprising seven of the ten census tracts with the highest
cancer risk nationally — is mostly made up of low-income,
Black
communities.
Civil rights
leader and
North Carolina
pastor Reverend
Dr. William J.
Barber, II, said
that this is “slavery of another kind,” in that “the same land
that held people captive through slavery is now holding people
captive through this environmental injustice and devastation.”
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Hispanic and Latino/Latina communities are also
impacted by environmental racism, as most significantly
demonstrated in California’s San Joaquin Valley, which is one
of the most agriculturally productive regions in the United
States. This area’s population mainly relies on groundwater as
a drinking source, but the concentration of nitrate in the
valley’s water is alarmingly high due to runoff. This area —
which is 46% Latino/Hispanic and 13% non-Hispanic people
of color — is experiencing a lack of procedural justice violating
the Clean Water Act of 1972 and Safe Drinking Water Act of
1974 (both of which regulate source contamination and
protect public health). San Joaquin Valley is yet another
example of a low-income population consisting primarily of
people of color being denied essential rights to safe water.
Environmental racism also impacts Asian and
Asian-American communities within the United States —
although these communities have at times gone unrecognized
in the environmental justice movement, this pattern has
started to change as more research is being done, a notable
example being a national analysis on Asian-American
exposure to carcinogenic hazardous air pollutants (HAPs).
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Neighborhoods with higher proportions of Korean, Chinese,
and South Asian residents have disproportionate cancer risk
burdens due to HAPs when
compared to communities with
lower proportions of
communities of color.
The Environmental
Protection Agency conducted a study in 2018 in which they
used emission particles to investigate how pollution places
different levels of environmental burden on communities
across the United States. Overall, their research found that
this burden was 35% higher for people living in poverty in
general and 28% higher for People of Color. Black people, in
particular, had a burden level 54% greater than that of the
overall population.
As environmental degradation — particularly in the form
of climate crisis — becomes an increasingly pressing concern
in the United States and beyond, it’s vital that systems of
racial inequity are recognized and dismantled. Rhiana
Gunn-Wright, Director of Climate Policy at the Roosevelt
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Institute, explained that systems of racial oppression are
driving climate change in that “it is not possible to burn fossil
fuels at the rate that we have without limit, if there is not
racism involved, because you have to have people who you can
poison almost without consequence.” We cannot solve climate
change without tackling racial justice.

Photo credits:
Environmental Justice – Accotink Unitarian Universalist
Church (accotinkuu.org)
Environmental Justice: An Introduction | Phipps
Conservatory and Botanical Gardens | Pittsburgh PA
Commentary: How the Environmental Justice Movement
Could Affect Foreign Investments in Georgia - Global Atlanta
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An American History of Environmental Justice
In order to understand the evolution of the
environmental justice
movement, it’s vital to
investigate how historic
patterns of oppression,
inequity, and
interference have
shaped sustainable systems today. Many of the disparities we
see today in different parts of the United States trace their
origins back to events and repeated behaviors spanning
hundreds of years.
The history of environmental justice in the United States
has, in many ways, been a collective effort to battle agents of
oppression such as white
supremacy and colonialism.
However, different
communities within the US
have grappled with a range
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of unique forms of interference. The first two subsections
under this category are meant to explore how American
history has shaped environmental racism in Indigenous and
Black communities in the United States, respectively. The
final subsection is an investigation of how the movement —
and, subsequently, political dynamics — have evolved as a
larger body at a national scale.

Photo credits:
Advocates, Scholars of Color Call for Bold Action to End
Environmental Racism (progressivereform.org)
Environmental Racism – The People’s School of DC
(wordpress.com)
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European Colonialism and Environmental
Interference — Recognizing Indigenous Communities
Compared to the average population in the United States
and North America, Indigenous communities face
disproportionate environmental health risks. Although
systems perpetuating inequity and robbing Indigenous groups
of their rights still exist today, the disproportionately severe
impact climate
change and other
forms of
environmental
degradation will
have on Indigenous
communities traces
back to the original
interference brought to their homes by European colonialism
and exploitation — as Brazilian Indigenous activist Taily
Terena powerfully noted when opening the Indigenous
Peoples Pavilion at COP26, “Colonialism caused climate
change. Our rights and traditional knowledge are the
solution.”
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In 2022, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
named in its annual report that “colonialism” is a historical
and ongoing driver of climate change, noting that “the
vulnerability of ecosystems and people to climate change
differs substantially among and within regions (very high
confidence), driven by patterns of intersecting socio-economic
development, unsustainable ocean and land use, inequity,
marginalization, historical and ongoing patterns of inequity
such as colonialism, and governance.” The report also
declared that “human and ecosystem vulnerability are
interdependent.”
In the United States, fossil-fuel tycoons make much of
their profit through the desecration and exploitation of the
land and resources of Indigenous communities. These
practices trace origins back to how colonialism devastated
ecosystems by interfering with the resources and land that
Indigenous communities were dependent on, as outlined in a
book written by Dina Gilio-Whitaker, a fourth-year American
Indian studies lecturer at Cal State San Marcos.
Gilio-Whitaker’s book — titled “As Long as Grass Grows: The
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Indigenous Fight for Environmental Justice from
Colonization to Standing Rock” — argues that environmental
injustices today are rooted in a centuries-long forced
dispossession of Native people from their land. When
communities structure their systems, culture, and heritage
around an existing ecosystem, the forced displacement of that
ecosystem results in genocidal processes.
Many Indigenous groups have traditions of political and
governmental philosophies
that explore and promote a
deeply personal,
cooperative understanding
between human and nature,
in which people learn to
adapt to seasonal
environmental changes and
keep track of trends in
interannual changes in environmental conditions. Literature
on Indigenous adaptive governance ranges from Anishinaabe
seasonal rounds to Lakota winter counts, to Nuu-chah-Nulth
potlatch traditions, to Aztec and Mayan calendars — and yet,
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today, according to a report by the U.S. Global Change
Research Program, “Indigenous peoples are among the
populations that face the most risks and will suffer the most
harms from anthropogenic climate change,” with the most
pressing impacts being those on accessibility to food sources.
This is rooted in infrastructural damage caused by
colonialism, exacerbated by reparations that never occurred
and several failed implementations of treaty rights, which,
today, have left Indigenous communities among the groups on
which environmental degradation will concentrate harm, with
different regions suffering uniquely as climate change worsens
(there will be a lack of access to berries in the Arctic, shellfish
in coastal regions, moose and wild rice in the Great Lakes
region, water for farming in the Southwest).
Despite patterns of historical wrongdoings and a system
of land and resource distribution that is designed to least
benefit Indigenous groups, their tribes may well be most
prepared when the effects of climate change become even
more visible. The Swinomish tribe, for example, is creating
modern “clam gardens” in the United States, which expand
the intertidal zone that clams live in, ultimately heightening
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shellfish population numbers and increasing food security for
the Swinomish community. Meade Krosby, a conservation
biologist with the University of Washington’s Climate Impacts
Group, referred to the
Swinomish as “the
first native community
— and really one of
the first communities,
period — to make
climate adaptation a
priority.” The Swinomish have been joined by several other
Indigenous groups — such as the Navajo tribe, from which
notable environmental advocate Nikki Cooley originated.
Cooley, who grew up on the Navajo Nation reservation
without running water or electricity, says that “Indigenous
peoples have always been on the front lines” and have “have
unique connections to the land and are feeling impacts the
earliest and most severely.”
Indigenous communities defy the Western and colonial
mindset that interfered with their ecological and social
stability — the mindset that advocates for human domination
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and exploitation of the environment. Indigenous groups
embody a philosophy that humans and nature are
interconnected and interdependent, and this has largely been
what has enabled them to effectively adapt to climate change
despite being in one of the most ecologically vulnerable
positions in America.

Photo credits:
Environmental Justice Grabs a Megaphone in the Climate
Movement - Inside Climate News
In 'Required Reading,’ Indigenous Leaders Call for Landback
Reforms and Climate Justice | Civil Eats
Indigenous people and nature: a tradition of conservation
(unep.org)
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The Dangerous Legacy of Slavery, Jim Crow, and
Segregation
The term “environmental
racism” was originally coined by
Ben Chavis, an
African-American man who was
leading a protest against the
state of North Carolina’s
decision to dump thousands of
cubic yards of contaminated soil
into a low-income Black farming community. The soil had
cancer-causing agents. After Chavis’ protest, he was arbitrarily
arrested for “driving too slow” by North Carolina police, and
was ultimately thrown in jail.
The legacy of environmental racism goes back hundreds
of years in the United States, all the way back to when people
in Africa were forcibly transported from their home country to
what is now considered the United States of America in the
17th and 18th centuries. These enslaved people were exploited
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as labor sources by European colonial powers in early
America, and this — one of the most undeniably horrific
human rights abuses
throughout all of time
— has fundamentally
shaped the ecological,
social, economic, and
political systems of
the United States
today. Black history
and American history aren’t a Venn diagram: they’re a circle.
In trying to understand American history — particularly in the
context of the movement for environmental conservation — it
is vital that we recognize, explore, and understand Black
history.
The brutal levels of ecological exploitation conducted at
large scales through forced labor — such as cotton farming —
resulted in “enormous” environmental consequences that
“inhibit agriculture in the South to this day,” according to
Aaron Joslin, a PhD candidate at the University of Georgia
who teaches about soil and hydrology.
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Beyond this, slavery has perpetuated systems of inequity
that have ultimately resulted in a modern social dynamic that
concentrates environmental harm on Black communities.
Elizabeth Yeampierre, co-chair of the Climate Justice Alliance,
directly connects slavery with present-day environmental
racism in that “in slave quarters, people (got) the worst food,
the worst health care, the worst treatment, and then when
freed, were given lands that were eventually surrounded by
things like petrochemical industries…”
In 1862, the Homestead Act allowed European settlers to
claim 160 acres of unceded Indigenous land — this legislation
was another significant way that Black and Indigenous
communities faced a
generational disadvantage.
At this time, most
African-Americans were still
legally enslaved, and 90% of
Indigenous populations had
been killed from disease.
Subsequently, European
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settlers were offered an opportunity to create wealth for
themselves that would pose an advantage for generations to
come — and also allow said generations access to housing in
wealthier, cleaner areas.
African Americans have traditionally made their lives in
areas close to sources of pollution, and are therefore more
vulnerable to health complications such as asthma — a paper
from the EPA’s National Center for Environmental
Assessment found that when it comes to air pollutants that
contribute to issues like heart and lung disease, Black people
are exposed to 1.5 times more of the pollutant than
communities without people of color. Black people are also
75% more likely to live near oil and gas refineries. This is no
coincidence.
Richard Rothstein’s 2017 book, ‘The Color of Law,”
analyzes policies at the local, state, and federal level designed
to perpetuate housing segregation, ensuring that polluting
facilities such as industrial plants, refineries, and power plants
are located near communities of color — for example, in the
20th century, government planners often drew redlining maps
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that identified Black and Latino neighborhoods as unworthy
of housing loans, therefore making them sites for
industrial activities and toxic waste. The book emphasizes the
need for corporations and governments to concentrate their
investments on clean energy and sustainable technology into
low-income communities and communities of color — the
implementation of these innovations will be most important
in spaces that have historically been exploited as toxic
dumping grounds.
Environmental racism has been dubbed “the New Jim
Crow” by The Atlantic staff writer Vann R. Newkirk II, who
notes that “pollution has been assigned” to communities of
color, and Black communities specifically are living in
conditions that are the product of “Jim Crow laws… (that)
created segregation (and) enforced an environmental system
that still disadvantages minorities.”
Elizabeth Yeampierre maintains that environmental
degradation and racial injustice are, at root, the same issue —
her work originally started in fighting police brutality at the
Puerto Rican Legal Defense fund, and the murder of Eric
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Garner, who was asthmatic, (in New York in 2014 due to a
police officer’s chokehold), made her realize that police
brutality was also an “environmental justice issue,” in that
“when the police are
using chokeholds,
literally people who
suffer from a history of
asthma and respiratory
disease, their breath is
taken away” — hence the importance and dual meaning of the
“I can’t breathe” statement that has become a focal point for
the Black Lives Matter movement.

Photo credits:
Benjamin Chavis - Wikipedia
The Plantation System | National Geographic Society
The BREATHE Act Combats Environmental Racism in the
U.S. (greenmatters.com)
The Movement and its Fluctuations: A Social and
Political History
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Just as the birth of the phrase
“environmental justice” comes from
Ben Chavis, the roots of the movement
are in Warren County, Carolina, in a
PCB landfill.
The PCB movement in Warren County was not the first
time African-Americans had mobilized nationally to protest
environmental injustice — that title goes to the Memphis
Sanitation Strike of 1968, in which Memphis garbage workers
advocated for reasonable pay and liveable working conditions.
Revolutionary Civil Rights Movement activist Reverend
Martin Luther King, Jr. led the Memphis movement, which
set a precedent for a 1979 lawsuit in Houston, Texas (Bean v.
Southwestern Waste Management, Inc., in which residents
argued against the construction of a landfill near a public
school). The lawsuit was ultimately unsuccessful, but it joined
the Memphis Strike as a powerful indicator of what was to
come.
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PCBs — short for “polychlorinated biphenyls” — are
man-made organic chemicals that can cause cancer, immune
system complications, and reproductive issues in humans who
are faced with long-term exposure. In 1982, a community was
selected to host a landfill full of PCBs — Warren County,
North Carolina, which was predominantly Black.
Over 500 civil rights activists and environmentalists were
arrested in the Warren County protest, which was based in
nationwide sit-ins. The protest was ultimately unsuccessful in
preventing the construction of the landfill, but it created the
foundation for an environmental justice movement that would
last decades — and is still alive today.
Another notable movement that took place in the 1960s
was a protest led by Cesar Chavez and Larry Itliong, in which
Latino and Filipino-American farm workers fought for
protection against pesticides used in California’s San Joaquin
Valley — this issue currently still exists, but the workers did
manage to work with environmental organizations to ban the
use of pesticide DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane) in
1972.
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After the movement in Warren County, Dr. Robert
Bullard (husband to Linda McKeever Bullard, Chief Council
for the plaintiffs in the Bean v. Southwestern Waste
Management, Inc. lawsuit) was widely dubbed “the father of
environmental justice” for his publication of one of the most
significant studies in the
movement’s duration, “Solid
Waste Sites and the Houston
Black Community.” This paper
was, according to the EPA, “the
first comprehensive account of
environmental racism in the United States,” exploring how
Black neighborhoods in Houston were almost always selected
by the government to host toxic waste sites.
Dr. Bullard later published “Dumping on Dixie,” the first
book on environmental justice, and a few years later, in 1992,
he worked with (former) Vice President Al Gore to craft the
Environmental Justice Bill under the Clinton administration.
The bill (which was designed to address environmental
racism) ultimately did not pass, but President Clinton signed

26

an executive order in 1994 addressing environmental dangers
in communities of color — this was largely due to influence
from Vice President Gore and Dr. Bullard. The bill was
particularly significant for its expansion of Title VI (which
prohibits racial discrimination in the distribution of federal
funds) and for encouraging federal agencies to expand their
work in environmental justice.
The 1990s also saw the rise of new communities and
programs designed specifically to advance environmental and
public health rights for communities of color. The Indigenous
Environmental Network, the National Black Environmental
Justice Network, and the Southwest Network for
Environmental and Economic Justice were founded. The
University of Michigan launched one of America’s first
educational programs for environmental justice in graduate
and undergraduate studies. In 1991, the first People of Color
Environmental Leadership
Summit — attended by hundreds
of Indigenous, African American,
Latino, and Asian Pacific
communities — launched in
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Washington, D.C. Attendees worked together to draft a list of
17 environmental justice principles that served as the
foundation for community programs and initiatives
nationally.
The recognition of environmental justice at a global scale
came slightly later — the United Nations Millennium Summit
in 2000 was the one of the first events to explore
environmental justice internationally. Held at the United
Nations headquarters, this meeting was the largest gathering
of world leaders up until that point, and it served as a forum
for a variety of perspectives to discuss climate change and
sustainability moving forward. The Summit helped foster
more regionally specific efforts for environmental justice, such
as the Brazilian Network on Environmental Justice, Via
Campesina (based in Indonesia), and the Global Alliance for
Incinerator Alternatives.

In the 2010s, the United States continued working to
promote environmental justice, primarily through work done
by the EPA. Most notably, this decade brought California’s
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unprecedented forth assembly bill mandating the EPA to
“identify disadvantaged communities for investment
opportunities, as specified.” The EPA also developed the
Community Action for a Renewed Environment (CARE)
program, which provided funds for both “local collaborative
partnerships” and “broad-based partnerships.”
Decades after the fight for environmental justice in
Warren County, the Based Catalyzed Decomposition
detoxification of landfills was completed in 2004. The state of
North Carolina was ultimately required to invest over $25
million to clean and detoxify the Warren County PCBs landfill.
Photo credits:
PCB Protest Historical Marker - Clio (theclio.com)
Robert Bullard: The Father of Environmental Justice |
(ensia.com)
Here's the history of environmental justice, summed up in
less than 4 minutes | Grist
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International Environmental Justice: Investigating
How the Legacy of Colonialism and Dominant Global
Powers Shape Sustainable Systems
Throughout human history, colonialism — defined as
“domination of a people or area by a foreign state or nation”
has exploited communities culturally, politically, and
economically. Recently, the link between colonialism and
climate change —
specifically, the
disproportionate
impacts climate
change will have on
various nations and
populations — has
become more clearly
defined and recognized. Leading climate scientists recognize
that European colonial expansion has increased the
vulnerability of certain populations and nations to
environmental disruption.
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Uruguayan journalist Eduardo Galeano said of colonialist
powers, “The invading civilization[s] confused ecology with
idolatry. Communion with nature was a sin worthy of
punishment… Nature was a fierce beast that had to be tamed
and punished so that it could work as a machine, placed at our
service for ever and ever. Nature, which was eternal, owed us
slavery.” The impact colonialism has had on nature is
well-documented — colonialism has played a fundamental
role in the overexploitation of our planet’s natural resources.
For example, British colonialists transformed the Malay
peninsula into a plantation economy to meet the needs of
industrial Britain and America — today, ongoing demand for
palm oil and lumber still contributes to deforestation in
Malaysian Borneo, and Malayan tigers (once numerous) are
now critically endangered due to habitat loss from excessive
logging and road development. In Myanmar (formerly
recognized as Burma), the export of minerals, timber and
opium expanded exponentially under colonial rule, placing an
unprecedented strain on the natural and social environments.
One of the best readings on brutal environmental interference
under colonial rule is this article, which provides more
in-depth analyses of specific regions and resources.
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Historian Alfred Crosby has argued that the success of
colonial powers has, in some ways, come from their ability to
alter native ecosystems, in that “colonists exposed native
societies to foreign markets as well as exotic invasive species,
restricting Indigenous peoples’ abilities to defend themselves
against both economic and biological invaders. Recovery from
the damage done to native ecosystems proved difficult for
native populations. Colonial powers exacerbated the problem
by creating a global infrastructure that encouraged wealthier
countries to extract natural resources from poorer peripheral
countries, while simultaneously destabilizing what were often
sustainable native cultures.”
Environmental damage caused by colonialism has, in
some ways, been inadvertently exacerbated by Western
environmental efforts — for example, the establishment of
national parks to protect wildlife has displaced native
populations, interfering with existing social and political
dynamics. According to a publication by Emory University,
“writer Teju Cole refers to this kind of Western interference as
the White-Savior Industrial Complex, and explains that
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‘caring about Africa’ must first begin with the reevaluation of
American foreign policy, which often plays a direct role in
local elections. The case of Nigeria, one of the top five oil
suppliers to the U.S., shows the extent to which both
international governmental economic institutions and
transnational corporations continue to engage in
environmental colonialism.”
The current cultural, political, and environmental
dynamic in Senegal is just one of several examples of
colonialism’s enduringly detrimental legacy — climate
vulnerability in Senegal is
largely rooted in the
colonial administration
and French businesses
present in the 20th
century. Senegalese
peasants were exploited
as labor sources for
peanut farming, and trading companies further orchestrated
the vulnerability of farmers to changing seasonal patterns of
rainfall by controlling peanut exports and making loans to
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farmers during the dry season, allowing the companies to
obtain crops for export at the lowest cost possible. The
development of infrastructures and trading patterns from
colonialism’s beginning shape international relations and
foreign affairs today, therefore leaving countries and
populations that have previously been subjected to colonial
interference most vulnerable to environmental disruption
(since these are the communities that have historically been —
and continue to be — exploited for labor and resources).
Today, developing nations are most vulnerable to climate
change. For Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in
particular, climate change has resulted in severe weather
events, such as the horrific cyclones that have devastated the
Caribbean and Pacific in past years. Courtenay Rattray, High
Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked
Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States,
says that “We don’t have a moment to lose. The world’s most
vulnerable nations are already on the frontline of the climate
crisis. Not only do they contribute the least to carbon
emissions, but they continue to suffer disproportionately.”
Sonam Phuntsho Wangdi, Chair of the Least Developed
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Countries (LDC) Group on climate change, has echoed these
sentiments, saying that, “Climate change is hurting our
countries and communities worst.”
Climate change has also served as, according to The
Pentagon, a “threat multiplier” and catalyst for conflict, in
that Al Qaeda has used desertification in Northwest Africa as
an opportunity for expanding recruitment and influence.
Extreme weather has contributed to conflict and terrorism in
politically and environmentally states that have led to the
displacement of 80 million people from their homes, now the
highest level in human history. Climate change also has
dangerous impacts on food and water security — with 76% of
124 million people struggling with “crisis levels” of food
insecurity affected by climate shocks and extremes. A rise in
temperatures has the potential to expose as many as one
billion people to fatal infectious diseases such as Zika, dengue,
and chikungunya, and the economic growth in developing is
being stagnated (major commercial ports in countries like Rio
de Janeiro, Mumbai, Guangzhou, and Dar es Salaam are at
risk of being submerged by rising sea levels).
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At COP26, developing countries called for reparations
and climate change compensation as environmental damage
grows more severe — a notable speaker was Barbados Prime
Minister Mia Mottley, who argued that, in essence, “developed
countries, like the U.S and those in the European Union, are
responsible for most of the heat-trapping emissions pumped
into the atmosphere since the Industrial Revolution.
Developing countries have lower emissions, but are still
bearing the brunt of a hotter climate through more severe heat
waves, floods and droughts… To help compensate for that,
developing countries are asking richer ones to contribute to a
loss and damage
fund. The money
could offer payment
for things that are
irrevocably lost, like
lives or the extinction
of species. It could
also help countries with the cost of rebuilding after storms,
replacing damaged crops, or relocating entire communities at
risk.” There has been little to no action from most developed
countries on this front so far.
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Sonam Wangdi, chair of the UN's Least Developed
Countries (LDC) Group, has said of climate change, “We need
to adapt our plans to the worsening climate crisis. Our
existing plans are not enough to protect our people.”

Photo credits:
How our colonial past altered the ecobalance of an entire
planet | Geology | The Guardian
China's huge demand for Senegal's peanuts is disrupting the
local business | The Straits Times
The climate strikes are about so much more than green
colonialism | openDemocracy
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Public Policy — The Solution?
Although community
projects and engagements
are vital to creating
long-lasting, sustainable
change, public policy has
historically been one of
the most powerful tools to
bring about change,
specifically in the sphere
of environmentalism and
environmental justice.
A Brief History of Environmental Policy:
In the 1970s, some of the most notable implementations
of environmental policy included the National Environmental
Policy Act, which established the Council on Environmental
Quality (recognized today as the Environmental Protection
Agency) and was signed by President Richard Nixon.
Amendments during that decade included the Clean Air Act,
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the Water Pollution Control Act, and the Clean Water Act —
all of which were intended to raise the quality of life within the
United States and protect natural resources —- but there was
no specific focus on the protection of historically vulnerable
low-income or minority communities in any of these policies.
One of the most notable changes in policy in the 1980s
included the passage of the Comprehensive Environmental
Response, Compensation and Liability Act by Congress — this
enabled the EPA to regulate contaminated waste sites and
hold individuals and
companies
responsible for site
contamination and
cleanup. Over the
next few decades,
the Presidential
office would
occupied by
representatives whose views on environmentalism ranged
from urgent to indifferent — most notably, President Ronald
Reagan signed a 1982 budget bill reducing the EPA’s budget
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by 30 percent, President Bill Clinton signed an executive order
directing the federal government to consider environmental
justice concerns in federal resource distribution, and
President Barack Obama authorized federal regulations aimed
at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from automobiles and
power plants.
Currently, the Biden-Harris administration has outlined
“historic progress on environmental justice” in a report
submitted to Congress, which makes achieving justice a “top
priority” through “ongoing and sustained work from agencies,
deep cultural change across the government, Congressional
and budgetary support, and ongoing input from the WHEJAC
(White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council) and
environmental justice leaders and communities.”
Harvard Law School has developed a Federal
Environmental Justice Tracker, designed to “provide
up-to-date information on the Biden administration’s
environmental justice commitments, and progress made on
those commitments.”
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Stanford University published an article in which experts
weighed in on ideal environmental policy points and focuses
under the Biden-Harris administration. Voices present in the
article included those of environmental litigator Deborah
Sivas, history Professor Emeritus Clayborne Carson, African
and African American Studies research fellow Hadiya Sewer,
Stanford legal historian Gregory Ablavsky and environmental
health sciences PhD candidate David Gonzalez.
Most notably, Sivas stated that “if the Biden
administration is serious, it would retain enthusiastic
prosecutors and charge the new DOJ division with a mission
that is focused laser-like on protecting
frontline/fenceline communities. It must also
quickly rebuild institutional capacity at the
EPA.” Ablavsky noted that, “the new
administration has pledged a broad return to
the generally pro-tribal policies pursued by
the Obama administration – placing more lands under Native
jurisdiction through a process called land-to-trust.”
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Ultimately, policies that would be most effective for
promoting environmental justice would be those centered
around education,
development, and
collaboration with and
in historically
overburdened and
underserved
communities in the United States.
Photo credits:
The Struggle to Legislate Environmental Justice | University
of Maryland | School of Public Health (umd.edu)
The Next Test for Environmental Justice Policy? Defining
‘Disadvantaged Communities.’ | by Grist | Medium
Community-Based Approaches Combined with National
The Fight for Environmental Justice | Harvard University
Center for the Environment
Policy Implications Represent the Future of Environmental
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How Anyone (You!) Can Contribute to the
Environmental Justice Movement
Getting involved with environmental justice means you’ll
be contributing to crucial work at a local scale, or maybe even
a national/international one. Some of the best ways anyone
can promote environmental justice are:
1) Promoting and providing education! Finding resources
(like this one!) or curriculums that can be implemented
at local schools, libraries, or cultural or religious centers
is one of the best ways to
ensure that a diversity of
communities are
exposed to the reality of
environmental injustice.
Aside from this
guidebook, here are
some useful resources that can be used to spread
awareness:
a) Introduction to Environmental Justice - EcoRise
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i)

This free program from EcoRise is designed to
“create a foundation for students'
understanding of environmental justice (EJ)
history and concepts … discuss(ing) how they
can help dismantle/counteract damage caused
by systemic racism.

b) NV-EJ-Literacy-Curriculum-Draft-2-MB-Edits-04-1
5-2018.pdf (groundworkusa.org)
i)

This is another curriculum from Groundwork
USA — the lesson plan is flexible and
interactive, perfect for schools!

c) MWTP (nih.gov)
i)

This curriculum is more complex and
comprehensive, great for anyone looking for an
in-depth exploration of environmental justice.

2) Another great way to promote environmental justice is
recognizing forms of injustice in your own community.
Here are general steps that anyone can take to identify
and unravel local systems of inequity:
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a) Do research on the most pressing environmental
justice issue in their area — speak to representatives
and nonprofits
i)

Make sure that if you do
join a local
environmental justice
group, you put the
emphasis on the work
that they’re already
doing and the issues
they’ve already identified — it’s important to
magnify the voices of these groups that have
historically been marginalized and are fighting
for their equity

ii)

If you are looking to create a local
environmental justice initiative, your research
can come from analyzing local policy and
looking at what populations in your community
are most environmentally vulnerable

b) Create a project for raising awareness in your
specific community
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i)

Work with your local government, or try to sit
in on community meetings and learn about
what policies and practices already exist so you
can identify where changes are most needed

ii)

Look to other communities for an example —
learn about how the issue you see in your
community has been addressed in the past, if
possible, and seek advice from larger
environmental justice organizations that most
likely have resources on how to approach the
issue!

3) Investing your time, energy, and, if possible, donating to
organizations — local, national, or international — that
work to address environmental justice
a) Make sure that you discover how your skills and
interests can best be put to use — work to use your
voice in a way that’s as unique and productive as
possible, whether that’s working in social media,
creating educational content, lobbying politicians,
and/or organizing community efforts!
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b) Here’s a list of great environmental justice
organizations to look into

Thank you for your interest in environmental justice
and creating a more equal, sustainable world. It’s the
commitment of learners and doers like you that will help us
create a fair, liveable future.
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