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Environmental injustice: 

America’s poorest communities, 
communities of color, and Native 
American communities suffer 
disproportionate harm from 
environmental hazards: higher 
exposure to hazards and greater 
vulnerability when exposed. 

The environmental justice (EJ) 
movement fights to remedy these 
inequalities.
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Environmental justice: Key tenets

Environmental justice (EJ) requires that the state protect the rights of all people to 
live free from environmental harm. 

Environmental regulatory agencies must implement EJ reforms across agency 
practice that will:

 systematically reduce environmental hazards in the most vulnerable and 
environmentally overburdened communities, 

 reduce environmental inequality across communities, and 
 ensure that members of those communities have greater control over 

government decision-making that affects their lives. 

Authority for agencies’ EJ reforms 

• Civil Rights Act

• National Environmental Policy Act

• Executive Order on Environmental Justice

• Associated regulations prohibiting both intentional 
discrimination and unintended disparate impacts. 

• Various state-level policies, legislation, regulations, 
and executive orders.
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Key take-home points:
• Agencies’ environmental justice (EJ) 

reform efforts are crucial.

• These EJ reforms face many constraints, 
(both external and internal, material and 
cultural).

• There are things agencies can do to better 
support EJ.

2019
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Agencies’ EJ efforts: 
Key accomplishments

• EJ policies

• EJ advisory committees

• EJ staff 

• EJ grant programs

• EJ screening tools 

• Guidance documents

EJ reforms are not yet institutionalized into core regulatory work in ways 
that would systematically reduce cumulative environmental impacts in 
overburdened and vulnerable communities and create greater 
environmental equity.

• Permitting

• Rulemaking

• Enforcement

Agencies’ EJ efforts: Shortcomings
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Research question:

What challenges do agency staff face in trying to develop and implement EJ reforms?

Research methods

• 2011-2019

• Data: 

• Agency documents

• Interviews with ~100 staff (confidential, in-depth, semi-structured)

• Observations of agency meetings (internal/closed, and public)

• Study sites: 

• EPA HQ and regional offices, DOJ, DOI

• 7 state agencies, including MPCA

• Several city/county agencies 
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Constraints to agencies’ EJ reform efforts:

• Resources

• Regulatory authority

• Analytical tools

• Internal resistance to EJ reforms: Some staff reject EJ reforms as 
conflicting with their ideas of what good environmental regulatory 
practice requires. 
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Staff practices that undermine EJ reform efforts

• Ignoring recommended EJ reforms.

• Doing EJ reforms only superficially.

• Clearly stating disagreement with EJ reforms.

Some reasons for staff pushback against EJ reforms

• Lack of familiarity with EJ issues.

• Limited resources. 

• Uncertainty about regulatory authority.

• Popular ideas about what this organization does and should do.
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Fairness
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Some staff and managers [allege that this EJ reform 
constitutes] reverse racism. [They say,] “Why should those 
communities of color get this extra treatment? We need to 
protect that middle-class white community, too.”

- Elizabeth, staff (pseudonym)
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[EJ reforms are] unnecessary [because] we are doing the 
same thing for people, regardless of who they are. 

- Tim, manager

Effectiveness
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“Nationally, average PM2.5 concentrations 
have decreased over the years.”
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Recommendations:
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Recommendations:
• Take a strong, visible stand for EJ reforms.

• Foster dialogue to develop more comprehensive measures of fairness and effectiveness that 
include EJ principles.

• Integrate EJ principles into organizational statements of goals, objectives, and priorities.

• Implement mandatory trainings on EJ tenets, practices, and authorities. Where possible, make 
these in-person, group trainings.

• Bring accountability mechanisms into line with EJ reforms.

• Give staff time to develop, pilot, and revise EJ protocol and policies that formalize EJ practices, 
and to train coworkers to use them.

• Search for the authority you need to implement EJ reforms.

• Prioritize diversity in hiring and promotions.

• Hire/designate EJ staff in all units.

• Form EJ teams.
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Thank you

jill.harrison@colorado.edu

Ideas of Fairness Ideas of Effectiveness

Environmental 
justice

Traditional 
environmental politics

Colorblind Utilitarian

EgalitarianRace-conscious
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The task: Integrate EJ principles into our measures of what it means to do good 
environmental regulatory work.


