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1

Introduction and Executive Summary

Each Federal agency shall make achieving environmental justice part of its
mission by identifying and addressing, as appropriate, disproportionately high
and adverse human health or environmental effects of its programs, policies, and
activities on minority populations and low-income populations.

President William Jefferson Clinton, 1994
As an industrialized nation, the United States produces a broad range of

goods and technologies that make modern life more convenient and more
efficient. The same processes that generate the nation's power, manufacture its
goods, and provide its transportation, however, also produce by-products that can
pollute the environment and that can be hazardous to human health. The
amelioration of environmental degradation in general, as well as environmental
health hazards in particular, has been a prominent national concern for at least
three decades. Within the last several years, an increasingly vocal concern has
also been expressed: that the broad array of environmental burdens and hazards
are being borne disproportionately by lower-income communities and by racial
and ethnic minorities. Efforts to address this concern have been given the label
environmental justice.

CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS

As defined by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), environmental
justice is

the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race,
ethnicity, income, national origin or educational level with respect to the
development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws,
regulations, and policies. Fair treatment means that no population, due to policy
or economic disempowerment, is forced to bear a disproportionate burden of the
negative human health or environmental impacts of pollution or other
environmental consequences resulting from industrial, municipal, and
commercial operations or the exroad f
24.ore
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Environmental justice is a concept that addresses in a cross-cutting and
integrative manner the physical and social health issues related to the distribution
of environmental benefits and burdens among populations, particularly in
degraded and hazardous physical environments occupied by minority or
disadvantaged populations.

The definition of health adopted by the committee is that of the Constitution
of the World Health Organization (1986), which defines health as ''a state of
complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity." Although the health of the individual is important, much of
the attention in this report focuses on what is referred to as communities of
concern. Communities in this sense consist of groups of individuals who live, and
often work, in specific neighborhoods or regions. In this report, the phrase
communities of concern refers to communities that have or that are suspected of
having disproportionately high levels of exposure to environmental stressors. The
committee uses the term stressors to describe a broad range of factors that can
influence human health, such as chemicals, biologics, allergens, and traditional
toxicants, but it also includes light, noise, odors, and particulate matter, among
others. The populations of communities of concern may also be characterized as
having limited access to health care and education, being politically
disenfranchised, being of low socioeconomic status, and belonging to a racial or
ethnic minority group. A focus on the health of communities involves a public
health perspective, defined in a 1988 report by the Institute of Medicine's (IOM's)
Committee on the Future of Public Health as "organized community efforts aimed
at the prevention of disease and promotion of health" (Institute of Medicine,
1988a, p. 41).

The committee defined the environment to include all places where people
live, work, and play. This definition highlights the often-overlooked relationshipU8 0 Tscuses lmnften 
og2en-overlookb1988 c
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THE COMMITTEE'S ORIGIN AND TASK
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the U.S. Department of Energy, and EPA—asked IOM to conduct a study that
would provide an independent assessment of three general issues:

1.  the specific medical and health issues that are raised by the concept
of environmental justice and that require attention, for example,
medical education, clinical practice and research, medical
surveillance, and public health;

2.  the suitable roles of basic research and medicine in addressing these
issues; and

3.  the appropriate priorities for medical research that would facilitate
improvements in the current situation.

More specifically, IOM was asked to address the following:

•   Characterization of the medical issues related to environmental health
and justice. This would include a multiethnic focus with an emphasis on
socioeconomic status, the diversity of potential environmental and
occupational health hazards and conditions, and an assessment and
evaluation of current health surveillance systems.

•   Cost-benefit and risk-benefit analyses of environmental health and
justice issues. For this aspect of the project, case studies or proposals for
study methods could be reviewed to evaluate the different types of
analyses with an accent on producing new research approaches and
strategies.

•   Role of emerging scientific research. An assessment of the status and
development of biomarkers of susceptibility, exposure, and effect as they
pertain to characterization of the health effects associated with
environmental hazards. A target could be the development of new
molecular biology-based technologies and tools. Ethical and legal issues
related to clinical research would also be considered, as would
epidemiologic research strategies.

•   
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identifying hazards to human health, evaluating the adverse health effects, and
developing interventions to reduce or prevent risks for all members of society.
Environmental justice research bears a special relationship to the communities
being studied, requiring unusual degrees of collaboration if it is to be
scientifically valid as well as policy relevant and if the findings are to be
effectively implemented.

The Data and Site Visits

The published literature on environmental justice and the related health
effects is not abundant. Indeed, very little environmental and occupational
medicine research specifically includes data for communities of concern and poor
or minority workers. Adequate data are not available in most instances to
examine the relationships among the environmental, racial, ethnic, and other
socioeconomic determinants of adverse health outcomes. More research is needed
to clarify these relationships. Still, there is a fair amount of published literature on
the siting of toxic waste facilities, and workplace injuries, exposures, and
fatalities are the best-documented environmental effects on health. Despite the
inadequacy of the information to date, it seems clear that inequities related to
environmental and occupational hazards do exist.

To explore these issues in greater depth beyond what could be learned from
the literature, the committee visited a number of low-income and minority
communities with known environmental problems and also heard presentations
from stakeholders, citizens, and other concerned parties. During these visits,
committee members participated in dialogues with the residents of communities
in which known putative environmental hazards existed and environmental
justice issues were at the forefront. When possible, the committee also heard from
local, state, and federal officials, as well as industry representatives. In each
instance, the committee met with local grassroots leaders, visited the
neighborhoods of people affected by environmental concerns, and heard firsthand
the myriad interrelated concerns.

Some of the communities visited were highly industrialized and located in
close proximity to major urban centers (Chicago and New Orleans). Other
communities were located near industrialized facilities without an urban
infrastructure (Nogales, Arizona) but with similar concerns about exposure. Some
were in agricultural communities in which the exposures of concern were
agricultural chemicals (El Paso, Texas), and some were in regions with past
major federal activities (Hanford, Washington). The committee recognizes that
the issues and areas of concern of the communities visited are only samples but
believes that these experiences provided insightful examples that helped to shape
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

On the basis of a review of the available scientific literature and the
information obtained from the various site visits, the committee concludes that
there are identifiable communities of concern that experience a certain type of
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goals for improving the health of the U.S. population. To adequately address the
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Preface

The subject of environmental justice elicits strong emotion from many
parties. Neither the serious health concerns nor the charges of biased or unfair
policies that are implicit in the subject can be taken lightly. More importantly,
however, the communities of concern, such as those that the committee saw
firsthand, carry burdens beyond poor health. They carry the burden of frustration
and feelings of helplessness and betrayal. For these reasons, environmental
justice differs from most other areas of research and study. The committee
therefore felt that it was important to approach our task by different methods. The
clearest example of this is that the committee visited a number of communities
with a variety of types of exposures and potential health effects with various
political, social, and regulatory histories. These interactions allowed committee
members to hear firsthand the myriad interrelated concerns and to witness the
residents' feelings toward systems that the residents felt did not recognize or
respond to their environmental health needs.
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populations. Because the populations of these communities are small and because
they also have other complex disease risks, it is frequently difficult to separate
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impetus for the interdisciplinary collaboration that must be a part of effective
solutions to complex environmental problems.

Environmental justice issues and concerns typically involve several types of
agencies with different research and regulatory mandates. The committee heard
repeatedly from participants at the site visits about the difficulties associated with
the fact that there is no well-identified point of contact in the various agencies
responsible for responding to their concerns. A single federal agency or
coordinating committee with better authority and responsibility across all
administrative barriers should be assigned to those communities where
environmental justice is a concern. An excellent example of how this could work
is the consortia of agencies that have supported this study. The National Institute
of Environmental Health Sciences, in taking the lead with other federal agencies
(the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the Environmental Protection
Agency, and the U.S. Department of Energy), has provided a useful approach
toward a research policy request. Such an approach could provide a clearinghouse
and communication channel between federal agencies and state and local entities.

Much remains to be learned about environmental health and environmental
justice. Great strides need to be taken in terms of the interrelated topics of
research and education before society can ensure environmental justice in its
broadest sense. Until then, environmental justice needs to become a higher
priority in the fields of public health, research, education, and health policy. More
importantly, these areas need to be approached systematically so that research
directly affects policy to improve public health and education and that policy,
together with public health, identifies needs that can be addressed by research. As
increasing numbers of laypeople, health care professionals, and policymakers
become aware of the issues and become cognizant of the problems, communities
can be assisted in striving toward environmental justice.

James R. Gavin III

Donald R. Mattison

Cochairs
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