
 

  

 

 

  

 

Creating The Healthiest Nation: 
Environmental Justice for All 

DEFINITIONS 

Fair treatment means no group of people should bear a dispropor-

tionate share of negative environmental consequences from policies. 

Meaningful involvement allows people to participate in deci-

sions and make contributions with the power to in�uence agency decisions. 

Public concerns must be considered, and decisionmakers should seek out 

those affected by policy. 

Environmental racism is any environmental policy, practice or 

directive that differentially affects or disadvantages — whether intention-

ally or unintentionally — individuals, groups or communities based on race 

or color. It’s a form of environmental injustice administered and reinforced 

by government, economic and political structures and institutions. Environ-

mental racism bene�ts white people while shifting costs to people of color.2 

Disregarding racism as a contributor to health disparities ignores social 

history and the experience of af�icted individuals and perpetuates inequity.3 

Climate justice highlights the uneven burden of the negative con-

sequences of climate change. The impacts of climate change are global, 

immediate and affect public health in many ways. They can: harm the 

water supply; expand the range of vector-borne disease; and increase the 

severity, frequency and duration of extreme weather events. Many of these 

consequences, like lower air and water quality, disproportionately burden 

communities of color and low-income communities. 

W
e all deserve to live in a healthy 

environment. Everyone should have 

access to: clean air and drinking water; 

healthy and affordable homes and 

public spaces like parks and playgrounds; and safe and 

affordable transportation options for all modes, such as 

walking, biking, rolling and using public transit. Social 

factors, such as race and income, should not determine 

the quality of one’s health or the level of one’s expo-

sure to toxins. Unfortunately, health disparities based 

on race, national origin and income are a reality in the 

United States, both historically and today. Dispropor-
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be magni�ed when local public health 

systems are underfunded and underde-

veloped.8 

Environmental justice also connects to 

transportation, as proximity to major 

roadways is an indicator of public health 

outcomes. The health impacts of traf�c 

emissions inequitably burden low-income 

communities and communities of color. 

Major roadways are a source of noise 

pollution and hazardous air pollutants 

like particulate matter, nitrogen oxides, 

carbon monoxide and ozone. Exposure 

to these pollutants is linked to asthma, 

cardiovascular disease and death.9 A 

substantial proportion of asthma-related 

morbidity is a consequence of near-road-

way pollution.10 

Low-income communities and communi-

ties of color have more high-speed, high-

traf�c roads and poorer pedestrian and 

bicycle infrastructure.11 Environmental 

conditions like traf�c volume and street 

design make pedestrian injury and fatality 

more common in low-income neighbor-

hoods. Streets with traf�c-calming fea-

tures, such as traf�c islands and circles, 
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CASE EXAMPLE: WE ACT’S DIRTY DIESEL CAMPAIGN 

In the late 1980s, West Harlem community advocates formed the nonpro�t WE ACT for Environmental Justice. They 

sought to build healthy communities in Northern Manhattan by ensuring that people of color and low-income residents 
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