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Tainted
]ustlce
atthe
EPA 1

A proposed polxcy xgnores
! {)ollutmn s effectson

ow-income and minority = -

- communities in deciding

which areas-need help.

. By Manuel Pastog,

‘Bill Gallegos *© '
and Mlchele Prlchard

HE ENVIRONMEN’I‘AL Pro
tection. Agency quietly re-

how to _deal equltably w1th

the effects of enwronmental problemS'

on communities of people. But, in féct,
the proposed policy ignores race'and in-
‘come '~ two main factors — in identify-
ing areas that need help. The EPA in-
stead takes a . sort of “colorblind”
approach That might not be an issue if
all communities were equaily aﬁfectéd

- But they are not.

The dlsproportlonate exposure »0f

* minority and low-income communities
' 'to environmental hazards has been am-

‘ply documented particularly . ‘in
Southern California,

. In Los .Anhgeles County for m—
stance, aresearch team from Qccidental
College and UC Santa Cruz found that

African Americans are about 1% tines

more likely and Latinos twice as likely s

whites to be- living in. nelghborhoods

near hazardous waste treatment, stor-.

age, transfer and disposal facilities. The
‘pattern isn’t simply a result of mmor-
ities and low-income residents choosing
to move to cheaper, but higher-risk,
neighborhoods. These Tesearchers also
found that such facilities were usually
" placed in neighborhoods already pre-
dominantly minority and working class.

HE PATTERN of inequity
~holds for air pollution. In the
ﬁve-county Southern Califor-

nia region, African Ameri-

cans are a third more likely
.and Latinos are nearly twice as:likely
than whites to be living in a neighbor-
hood contaihing a facility that emits
what the EPA term's “hlgh-pnonty pol-
lutants.” .

- leased a draft plan in July.:on
“environmental- justice” -— -

. And in a recent California-wide
analysis that used EPA data, research-
. ers from@ceidental, UC Santa Cruzand |
Brown University found, that California
ceérifys tracts -with the highest esti-
mated’ cancer -risk- were about two-

: thirds racial orethnic mingrities. .
' ' 'The reasons for the disparity are
complex, but one important factor is the
lack’ of pohtical power in many low-in-
come - gnd, mmonty communities.

_Projects more envuonmentally demag-

' ingare often placed where they will meet
" the least, resistance. Liow-income corm-
‘munities-are less likely to vote and less
likely to know how to mﬂuence decisioh—
makers.

: A 1@94 presidential executlve qrqer :

. andated action to address the inedui-

ties, Although progress was sometimes

halting under the Clinton administra-

tlon, environmental justice advocates
i felt they were'at least glven ac-

cess to the pohcy-maklng process. *° . -

; Environmental  justice, however

Al seems to have stalled under the Bush -

administration The EPA’s mspector
eneral issued a report last year criticiz-
ing the agency for failing to follow the in-
tent of the 1994 executive order. The

' agency’s advisory committee on:envi-

Tonmental justice has not met i m more
than 18 months. - *
- The draft plan seems to contlnue
the EPA’s recent move away from envi-
- ronmental justice. Meanwhile, the pub-
lic review of the proposal appearsto
have been designed to minirhize objec-
tions. A woefully inadequate 15-day
public comment period — extended 12
.days after protests by 70 congressional
..Democrats, among others — was pro-
) .v_ided but no public hearings were held.
% California, a state where “minor-
: _it;es constitute a majority 'and where
5 tl'le data on environmental inequality by
'race and .income is clear,-has a special
riterest in persuading the EPA to re-
'think its approach. State officials have
lziunched comprehensive efforts to fur-
’rer document disparities, calculate
risks and find solutions. The South

I Coast Air Quality Management District
. has likewise adopted guidelines so‘that -

populations of color and low-income

“..neighborhoods: will not continue to be

the dumping ground for a dispropor—
tlonate amount of pollution.. -

The EPA’s “colorblind,” one-s1ze-
fits-all proposal would -turn back the
cleck and threaten the substantial prog-
ress by state and local officials and com:

_munity groups in California. THe EPA's
environmental - justice responsibihtles ,
must include a proactive effort to ad-.
dress cumulative or multiple adverse efs
fects on minority and low-income com-
munities. The future of mllhons of our
residents is at stake
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