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Environmental Justice and Risk Assessment: The
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wions that dispropordonate environmental risks fall on low-income and

minority commmunities proymote calls for “environmenial g:mém“ S orelated olain

) )
suggests that higher rates of some diseases stem from uneg . The empirteal

Y

¥

evidence supporting t

jut
hese clatms remains weak, but uncertainty ,mi4,:uzm'mwrw;Hﬁeﬁ
o abate in the near future, The environmental justice movement has
v mebilized s constituents, and vﬁ’a‘gi}mz“m% iiw attention of policymukers,

‘%"mhm;ii?’f ;M 1t rhetoric of “risk and racism.” lrondcally, the movernent

i
rernains largely uninterested in, or even hostile wo, formal risk assessment even while

uf'm:‘mr‘;;i‘a?\,

Ensuring that authoriges effectvely address any disproportionate risks borne by

wority communities has been a cenbs ‘i theme of advocates tor
“environmental justice” (Foreman, 1998 Bullard, 1994b). Since the ecarly 19807 the
H

ervironmental justice movement, a diverse coalition of

sSTOOLs activists ard

groups, has insisted that communities of color are oo often “invvisible man” of

envirommenialism — underrepresented inen mmm‘wnm? organizations and policy

processes, The vesudt, say activists and their sympathizers, is that communities of

color have been unfairly victimized by poliuted sites and inadequate mmvmn‘zai*vm‘sf

faw le(%?(‘(“HHI‘HL a claim bolstered by some widely trumpered e ‘g‘pi:“s"a% research

findings (Lavelle and Covle, 1€

92 United Church of Christ/Commission for Racial
Justice, 19875, Some have suggested sim% such communities have been rominel
]

H
gl
fargeted for envivonmental poisons, perhaps leading o higher rates of chronic

s such as cancer. “Eovironmental racism”™ is the incendiary tabel often applied
toosuch claims, More broadly, according 1o one Jeading interpreter, envivonmental
racism refers “to any [environmenial] policy, practice, or directive that differentially
alfects or disudvantages .. dndividuals, groups, or communities based on race or
color (Bullard, 199407

Do low-income and minority persons in fact bear a (?1 pmgm rtionate share of
soctety's environmental visk? Do thev develop pollutionerelared illnesses more often
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thar other persoms? We are far from answering either question, much farther
rdding the MHM‘ i"('?"h;;;m move interestingly, a close examination u! environ-

mental justice activism makes abuodantly clear that, despite perdstent rhetoric (o

the contrary, the movement is not fundamentally risk-driven. And anvone hoping
for the dav when US, EPA and state environmental authorites have a reliable
analvtic handle on disproportionate risk borne by environmental }Uﬂi(‘tﬁ’ constituen-
cies should receive falr warning: imz t hold your breath.

To be sure, we are more likely to find certain environmental risks i closer
proximity to poor people than to wealthier ones. An EPA task force on environmen-
tal equity, created in fub HJH by' administrator William Reilly in the wake ol activist
prodding, determined that one problem — lead exposure — stood out in the data
as a particular threat among low-income black voungsters (USEPA, 1992y, There
probably ave other industrial substances having a greater cumulative adverse impact
on minoritdes than on whites -

oxic resicdues ingested via lish consumption s often

rnentioned (Wright, Brvant, and Bullard, 1994) — but anyv resulting disproporton-
e disease incidence has so 5‘;;? eluded science. Moreover, scaring consumers away
from fish onlv makes sense in health terms i the replacement food does not prove
even riskier {Anderson and Wiener, 1995},

The lens of vn‘s‘it*«mmmn;\}‘jum(‘(* can blind one to the big picture. For one thing,
environmental risks ave verv widely distributed. Many low-income persons and
persons of color reside and work (alongside a great many whites) in and near cities,
Anvone who does is almost certainly breathing dirtier air than more rural folk. No
one dis ;Jm es that a fair amount of what migrates into urban airsheds would ideally
not be there, especially the orone that, as a sign 1§ ant respiratory irritant, can help
trigger hnn attacks (Lave, 1997). African Americans, voung and old, sulfer
<im§ym};mimutm v from asthma, as reflected by rates of asthma-associated maortality
andd hmgmﬁm/mmn (1.5, Centers for Disease Control, 1995, Bur even in urban
areas both indoor and out dnm environments may be implicated in asthma inci-
dence {Rosenstreich ef al, 1997) . Invany case, environmental }imiw enthusiasts have
ver 1o present a compelling rattonale Tor making race per sea driving facror in clean
alr policy.

At a purely impressionistic level it is hard to discern any inkling of racial distine
tiveness amony the headline envivonmental controversies of our time. New Jersey
has %fm‘:; been renowned for its abundance of hazardous waste, including the
nation’s top-ranked Superfund site, Lipari (Mazmanian and Morell, 1992). Would
anyone m‘imm %h;«n the size of that state’s minority population in any way explains
this? One might pose the same question about the Hanford nuclear waste site in
Washington state
years ago (Wildawsky, 1995). The huge Fresh Kills landfill on Staten Island, the sole
facility of s kind in New York City, has endured since the 19405 for many reasons
but, even in a city with a large minority population, race is surely not among them
{Martin and Revkin, 1999), More convincingly, however, recent empirical studies do

ol

little to bear out the olad regular or svstematic ethnic bias either in facility sith

s in cleanup a‘fwmmxmv king (Foreman, 1998),

Anv risk management p wi« ssional who has closely watched the environmental
justice movement has probably noticed two phrases being repeated with an almost
mantra-like regolarity, One is “cancer allev.” The other is “multiple, cumulative and
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e. or even the infamous Love Canal and Times Beach episodes of
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svpergistic risk.” In movement Jore, "cancer alley” endures as ;)(*rh;i;m the signal
example of environmental harm disproportonately borne by communities of color
(‘x‘\"

epresentative of the Gult Coast Tenants Aswsociation, proclaimed:

right, Brvant and Bullard, 19945, In 1993 congressional testimony Pat Brvant,

oy

CCancer Allev o remains one of the most polsoned areas anvplace, One

hundred and thirteight petro-chemical Tacilities have made home mn large

planitations, most of the tme as close as possible o Afvican-American communi-

ties, ..

“Despite denials of the pewo-chemical industry financed studies, we know that

cancer incidence in this corridor s higher than the national average. Cancer is

so commonplace in Cancer Alley” that almost every family is touched.

This arvea has hecome a zone of national sacrifice. This is genocide at s
fiest, and i is a national disgrace (U5, House of Representatives, 199337

The trouble is, careful research does not sustain the allegation that the petro-
chemical industrial corridor extending from Baton Rouge to New Orleans promotes
excess cancer incidence {(Groves ¢f al, 194963,

Actually it s not surprising that black Louisianans have been seeing a lot of
cancer since evervone else is too. Science writer Michael Fumento (1993) observes
that “one fourth of us will contract cancer and one {ilth of us will die of it Indeed,
as the population ages and fewer and fewer people die of other causes, more and
more will die of cancer.” But have black Loulsianans been seeing more cancer than
other Americansy In 1990 the respective cancer incidence r;mw among blacks and
whites nationally stood at 425 and 393 per 100,000 (Fisher, Worth and Maver, 1985).
Ditferences in behavior and health care access are clearly part of the mpi;m;véﬂ
Behavioral {and some occupational) factors have been associated with cancer inci
dence in Loulsiana but there appears to be no overall "cancer epidemic” in that state
or i the so-called “Cancer Alley”

But the myvthical "Cancer Alley” endures in movement rhetoric, and 1t is not hard
to understand why, A connection between petrochemical plants — or, for that
matter, between any source of fearsome and unwanted material — and disease has
powerful intuitive appeal for citizens even though science may identify no causal
linkage. As Margolis (1996) argues, a divergence between expert and citizen percep-
ton of sk rem m 5 One wi' i%w move treacherous nle lines in environmental

solitics, precisely because of the pmﬂhimaﬂ wi‘p that intuition wields over citizen

I
peree ;mzm\« And since one cannot prove a negative — that is, prove E’:‘mm’:»w:% all
¢

toubt that factories and dw npfsmw could never cause cancer —— uncertainty prevails,

That uncertainty ;ﬂm provides g‘;(‘;w(f‘mai leverage for muhn%mu;: citizens, and for
helding the Establishment's feet to the fire. In the end, this is the real game that
environmental justice activists are plaving. These activists (M}'M,‘{‘z;sm those more or
less full-time advocates who champion a M“H;M agenda transcending specific site-
fevel grievances) are best ;'Mwwi\‘«*d as social justice proponents whao ‘h:smwu 1o
specialize in environmental themes, Emploving such themes, they try to win a larger
voice, and more resources, iur <iw;u§v;mm;gf, o communities, broadly (h%%‘nwdh Fheir

Hum. Ecol Risk Assess, Vol 6, No. 4, 2000 551



Foreman, Jr.

specific targets are many and varied, their overarching motivation strongly egalitar

fart, O hehall of their redistributive ends, mm wish to arouse and unify citizens in
order to make and enforce demands on business and government. The environ-
mental justice movement s, of necessity, ,"xig%‘m' opportunistic and improvisational.
Because the movement’s main thrust is toward the “empowerment” of a diverse
Citizen constituency, »\eiif;fmi?iz; findings that blunt or conflict with that goal are a
decided inconvenience, and are theretore either ignored or ridiculed.

Formal H!'&Li;f\“ﬂ& including risk assessment, is thus largely irvelevant to the under

tions that st activist and community enthusiasm under

VI im ctives and gratifica
the environmental justice rubric. The orv of "multiple. comulative and synergistic

el

anvealing presumption that minority and low-income communities face mh:«émm;&i
Fue § i

21
risk” bundles a partly (iémimg‘mzm;m plea for more research along with an mtuith

environmental risks that remain unrecogrnized and unassessed. But the plea is

disingenuous because activists have no intention of using risk assessment, however
carvefitl, to guide thelr advocacy priorities. Indeed, much of their rhetoric betravs the
tone M hostility toward Vestablislunent science” common in grassroots environ-
nentalism as a whole,
Svinpathetic accounts of the movernent’s rise often highlig
the U Accounting Office (1983) and by iha‘ L
Cormmission for Rg‘:riu%uﬁmx,u (1o

bt stucies published by

ed Church of Christ)/
j i% wse studies purported to show that commer-

CGene

ch

x'%;«a% harardous waste [acilities were more likely 1o be found near minority commu-
ties. What is most bmportant to grasp about these studies is not just that they were
i1

f's'usfw and woelully misle A&TM;U; though they were — but rather that they were
always merely agendassetting instruments of the movement, not s cause, Althougt

more refined risk analvses may have some uses in the wmnsmm"m;«al_;im e context,

it would be nave to 'm;w'x ve that their conclusions will matter much o commumties
unless hmuiwl o a gratfving practical politics anchored within those commmunites,
And analvtic cone meu.\; canmot achieve this effect unless thes m“ummt‘z';ziw whiat
activists want shown, that minority and low-income people are disproportionately
victimired,

The environmental justice perspective is powerful not because 1t speaks honesthy

to technical questions of harm or risk it often does not — but becavse it appears

1o promise something larger, more uplifting, more viscerally engaging than mere

i
careful caleulation can offer. It effectively speaks to the fear and anger among local
communites feeling mw‘uiu“ﬁmx d by forces bevond their control, and outraged by

wha Ew ;M reetve 1o be assauls on their collectve quality of life. In this contexy,
“m i »Ev inulative and w&;w stie risk” must be seen as representing a kind of
technic (di crounded rhetoric rather than an ;s“}ihwm?? commitment to a technical
perspective. *’Wa b language seems 1o its users o be the price of admission to the

policy process, but it mmi certainly is what the a,u‘%«;w buvers are really all about.

i
“M ultiple, cumuldative, and synergiste visk™ is uselul to the 4*nwiu‘mzmmzi‘m{;%MM‘,

movement in vet another way: ii is virtuatly impossible thar environmenal authori
ties can, in the forseeable furure ar least, successtully stndy and ;m‘ ck it In Deceme
her 194 i>i PA statt from the Office t?f%‘?g%(%' Planning and Ivaluaton (H}"E o ocame
hetn PAs National Environmental Justice Advisory Council {T‘mig}#\( 1o brief

z"rw;x‘ﬁ;‘ﬂ;f'm on the cumulative exposure ;»t‘(;;«ﬁ{tz vnder wav, MEAC learmed that the
project was using existing data o independently estimate cumulative concentra-
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tions/exposures from three pathwavs (f’.zf:., outdoor air, drinking water, food) in an

atternpt to lay the groundwork for consideration of multi-pathway cumdative expo-
sure. But that Jast word — exposure — bears emphasis, for it remains a long way
indeed from “risk.” For the moment, let us assume that one can have fudl faith in the

data being assembled, and that the inevitable gaps and uncertainties don’t too badly

fhct those substances {such as dioxin, PCBs, pesticides, and lead) ranking highest
in the activist pantheon of environmental horrors. Even so, can one expect EPA
reliably to gange the various interactive and cumulative effects of these (often very
low) doses and exposures, and to do so in a way that would win the confidence of
activists? The simple answer s no {unless, agam, the results happen to provide o
convenient platform for activist claims). To hope otherwise is to vearn for a pot of
gold at the e mi of an analviic rainbow, Yer EPA’s all but cermin failure on this score

will h{ﬁ,ip activists in one potent wav: it offers grounds for additonal rhetorical

Faere Over H’H’ AUETHY,

ng low-income and minorie

There are serious environmental problems atflicti
e‘m‘mmmii}m, But they are overwhelm mu5 gm?! v-of-life problems: odors, noise,
ightly construction or destruction, taflic congestion — as w*if as the economic
Frath be

told, acrivist carping about "risk and racism” is mﬂj\ a cover for trving to crank up

Ly
i
ility that olten hxm'wgsus; e into unhappy proximity with such thing

collateral atention w these other issues, There are serious hes ihl‘ problems dispro
portonately affecting low-income pcfwywm and persons of color, but the potential
leverage offered by pollution control over most of them ranges from shim o none,

But at the end of the day, one should not be too hard on environmental justice
activists, Their manifest Boutaton as analvsts stems from mm COMmLnent W
nor-analviic enterprise that is deeply democratic in asplration. And up 10 a point

their strategy of ruciahized Mﬂ IBY ("Not In M“} Backvard! ™) advocacy is compelling.

By

It effectively blends civil rights and environmentalism, two of the great domestic
pu’i' SN >§,§'ac~m;';x‘v causes of the last 40 vears, into a politically ;mta%m brew. From the
White House to the courny conrt house, the environment al policy milieu has been

1
grassroots environmentaliso gener-

.
dr;m‘m‘z ally ranstormed as a result, A

allv, environmental justice advocacy has proved remarkably adept at one cruaad
task: just ‘w'w‘"'vf no (1o dumps, incinerators, and facilives of many kinds). Advocacy
is driven to an important extent not by risk or health persebut by the deeper political

imperative to tind new language and alternative policy vehicles with which o drive

4";1;13“;51&;&“ social change. For better or worse (and o the enduriog Irustration of
risk analvsts) this often means also "saving no” to the premises, methods, and vesults
of risk assessment.
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