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INCORPORATING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE INTO ENVIRONMENTAL 
DECISION MAKING 

Amy K .  Wolfe, David P .  Vogt, Ho-Ling Hwang, Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory, Oak Ridge, TN; Susan M. Schenayder, 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville, TN 

ABSTRACT 
Executive Order 12898, signed on February 11, 1994, broadly 
states that federal activities, programs, and policies 
should not produce disproportionately high and adverse 
impacts on minority and low-income populations. Moreover, 
the Order indicates that these populations should not be 
denied the benefits of, or excluded from participation in, 
these activities, programs, and policies. Because a 
presidential memorandum accompanying the Order said that 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) documents should 
begin to address environmental justice immediately, much 
attention has been paid to assessment-related issues. Also 
important, a topic that appears to have received relatively 
little attention, is how decision makers should be expected 
to use information about environmental justice in their 
decision making. 

This paper discusses issues surrounding the use of 
environmental justice information in the decision-making 
process by focusing on the following five main topics: 

(1)the importance, or weight, attached to environmental 
justice within larger decision-making contexts (e.g., 
will it be possible for federal facilities to be sited 
near low-income or minority communities, or in locations 
that currently house other polluting facilities); 

(2)the potential tension between localized environmental 
justice issues and regional or national issues and needs 
(e.g., along transportation corridors thousands of miles 
long, passing multiple communities in many political 
jurisdictions) ; 

(3)the use of environmental justice information to develop 
(perhaps in concert with affected minority and low-income 
communities) appropriate mitigation strategies, or to 
establish conditions under which activities, programs, 
and policies may be accepted locally; 

(4)the general implications of shifting the distribution of 
broadly defined risks, costs, and benefits among 
different population groups; and 

(5)the implications of implementing environmental justice on 
an individual, ad hoc basis rather than within a larger 
environmental justice framework (e.g., the ability to 
determine whether there is environmental justice or 
injustice based on a single case rather than within the 



context =f historical ana larger creographic patterns). 

Particularly given the recent introduction of environmental 
justice into the federal landscape, there are no answers to 
questisns about these tcpics. Therefore, this paper raises 
the issues and discusses the implications of alternative 
approaches to them. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Environmental Justice Executive Order implicitly or 
explicitly deals with three broad aspects of environmental 
justice. First, it acknowledges the existence of a pattern 
of environmental discrimination in this country. Second, it 
demands assessments of environmental justice for all 
relevant federal actions, policies, and programs. And, 
third, it implies that environmental justice will be 
considered actively and seriously in the decisions that 
ultimately are made about these actions, policies, and 
programs. The premise of this paper is that the third 
aspect has received scant attention; that inattention has 
important implications in at least two arenas. One arena 
includes public trust, federal credibility, and the overall 
acceptability of federal actions, policies, and programs. 
The issue of environmental justice is emotionally charged. 
Large numbers of people who define themselves as victims of 
environmental discrimination - as individuals and in 
organized groups - deeply, passionately, and vocally want to 
see their situations and similar situations rectified, and 
they do not want new environmental injustices t o  occur. 
Though the Order may not be trusted fully by these people, 
it nevertheless represents a social contract. If the Order 
fails to influence future decisions noticeably and 
seriously, then that social contract may be breached, 
exacerbating an already contentious situation. 

Assessment is the second arena in which the ways 
environmental justice should be incorporated into decision 
making are particularly important. Assessment approaches 
should be aligned with assessment goals, with what decisions 
need be made. Without some agreement about what the 
assessment goals are, the assessments themselves are likely 
to be ad hoc and inconsistent. The goal of t h i s  paper is to 
describe the problems attendant to incorporating 
environmental justice into environmental decision making in 
some detail, and to raise issues critical to resolving the 
problems. To restrict the discussion for this short paper, 
we focus primarily on National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) analyses. Further, we emphasize a federal or 
national perspective, though we acknowledge and address the 
tensions between local and larger-scale needs and desires. 



THE PROBLEM 

Much of the environmental justice literature focuses on 
providing evidence of regional cr historical patterns that, 
either intentionally or unintentionally, have resulted in 
patterns of association between low-income and minority 
populations and the location of noxious facilities or 
acti-Jities (e.g., Anderton et al. 1994; Bryant and Mohai 
1992; Bullard 1990; Cutter 1 9 9 5 ;  United Church of Christ 
1987; U.S. EPA 1992a and b). The Order, particularly as 
applied to NEPA documentation, shifts this focus in 
noteworthy ways. Documenting historical and perhaps 
regional patterns still is important, particularly in 
cumulative impacts sections of NEPA documents. However, 
NEPA documents also must (a) assess suecific federal 
actions, (b) proiect future effects, and (c) determine the 
sianificance of projected effects. These needs raise a host 
of questions that are not easily answered, including the 
following' : 

On what criteria would one judge the presence or degree 
of existing environmental injustice? 
On what set of assumptions would a formal 
quantification of environmental justice measures be 
built? 
Can environmental justice be judged for a single site 
or activity, without placing that site or activity in a 
larger spatial or historical context? - How should the impacts associated with a particular 
activity be assessed in the context of cumulative 
impacts; in an economist's language, how should the 
marginal environmental justice impacts of a single 
action be detected and evaluated? 
On what bases can one project future impacts, 
particularly secondary impacts (e.g., if lower property 
values create a situation in which, over time, the 
majority of people at risk are low-income or minority)? 
Should, can, or under what conditions would 
environmental justice impacts constitute a "show- 
stopper," impacts that would result in a recommendation - not to proceed with the proposed action or certain 
alternatives? 

To this point (April 19951, environmental justice sections 
of NEPA documents have been prepared larqely or entirely on- - -  
the-f ly. This situation arose because President C1into;l' 
February 11, 1994 memorandum instructed federal agencies 
begin addressing environmental justice in NEPA documents 
immediately. At the time, no federal guidelines existed 
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' The issues addressed in these questions overlap. 



conducting such analyses; 3.e Order established February 11, 
i995 as the deadline fsr agencies to issue those 

responsibility for determining assessment goals and for 
adopting o r  developing the methods necessary for achieving 
those goals. In short, the treatment of environmental 
justice in NEPA documents varies considerably at this point 
in time for several reasons. These reasons include the lack 
of formal guidance from federal agencies; the subsequent 
uncertainty within federal agencies about how to handle 
environmental justice; and the decisions made by 
practitioners, which may be influenced by their knowledge 
of, conceptions about, and attitudes toward environmental 
justice analyses as well as by institutional factors such as 
management support, and time and budgetary constraints. 

Practitioners therefore had primary 

In our own NEPA work, the approaches we have taken or 
proposed to take differ from some that we have seen, and 
they are based in large part on what our internal NEPA 
project managers and our sponsors are willing to support. 
Our reviews of preliminary draft NEPA documents prepared by 
other organizations3 have demonstrated the diversity of 
approaches that have been taken. The level of detail (e.g., 
data collected or used) has varied tremendously. Data 
collection and data analysis methods, and the underlying 
units of analysis, also have varied. As an example, some 
environmental impact statements (EISIs have compared the 
percentages of minority population and of low-income 
households with county averages; others have used as 
comparisons state averages. Some EISs have provided income 
information only in terms of the percentage of households at 
or below poverty level; others have provided income 
information in terms of ranges of income. Some E I S s  provide 
analyses using counties as the unit of analysis, some use 
census tracts, some use census blocks or block groups, and 
still others use combinations of the above. Variations 
within each of these arenas may contribute to very different 
analytical results (as reinforced by the current debate over 
the use of census tracts or zip codes as units of analysis). 

Stating that environmental justice measures, in practice, 
have been developed in an ad hoc manner based on assumed 

That deadline was extended to April 11, 1995. Agencies 
have issued draft guidance that may, with some revisions, 
serve as their official guidance. Issuance of final 
versions of agency guidance has been delayed again. 
It is our practice not to cite NEPA documents (those that 

are prepared at ORNL or elsewhere) until they enter the 
public domain as draft or final EISs. Therefore, we cannot 
provide citations for the documents we have reviewed. 



analytical goals is n o t  rneant t:, denigrate any work that has 
been conducteci. xiather, it is intended to highlight a 
piecemeal approach to environmental justice that necessarily 
arose during the transition period between the signing of 
the Clinton memorandun and the issuance !and implementation) 
of federal guidelines. 

We are interested in the ramifications of such a piecemeal 
approach, particularly if the kinds of differences already 
observable in NEPA documents are reinforced by differences 
among federal agencies both in the guidelines they issue and 
in their approach to implementing those guidelines. The 
fundamental question is, can there be a consistent 
operational policy without a set of core assumptions that 
are shared within and among federal agencies? If agency 
guidelines are inadequate for establishing a reasonable or 
consistent framework for environmental justice analyses, or 
for establishing a context for decision making, there are at 
least three important consequences. First, the ambiguities 
surrounding environmental justice cannot be eliminated. 
(That definitions of such key terms as "environmental 
justice," "communities," and "disproportionately high and 
adverse effects" are absent from draft agency guidelines is 
evidence that many ambiguities may remain, even after 
guidelines are issued.) Second, the social contract 
implicit in the Order is virtually certain to be broken. 
Third, as a result of the first two items, an Order that was 
intended to acknowledge and reduce environmental 
discrimination may unintentionally exacerbate existing 
controversies. 

The next section explores three key issues germane to this 
discussion. First, some implications of the Order's call 
for action to address or redress and, particularly in the 
NEPA context, to mitigate environmental injustices are 
noted. Second, issues of scale and context are raised. 
And, third, we discuss how implementing the Order may affect 
priority-setting and decisions about resource allocation. 

KEY ISSUES 

Action, Redress, and Mitigation 

The Order specifically states that agencies are responsible 
for "addressing as appropriate" disproportionate impacts to 
minority populations and low-income populations, groups that 
traditionally have little or no political power. This 
statement translates, in the NEPA context, into addressing 
the potential for such impacts. NEPA project managers 
understandably may be wary of including yet another resource 
area in NEPA analyses while working to streamline NEPA 
processes and documents, particularly in light of the many 

. -. " .. . 
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ambiguities surr3unding t h e  iccorporation of environmental 
justice analyses in NEPA cccuments. 

When an agency ‘or i c s  subcontractor) conducts an 
environmental justice analysis for a NEPA document, it 
acquires information about and makes a determination 
regarding the potential for environmental justice impacts. 
What remains unknown, and is not addressed in agencies’ 
environmental justice strategies, is how this information is 
to be factored into the agencies’ decision-making processes. 
If the analysis has demonstrated that no disproportionately 
high and adverse impacts to minority and low-income 
populations exist or potentially will result, the issue can 
be avoided. If, however, the analysis has identified the 
potential for a disproportionate adverse impact to occur, 
the issue cannot easily be avoided. In fact, a number of 
related issues arise, including the following: 
0 the importance, or weight, that is attached to 

environmental justice within the larger decision-making 
context; 

0 whether data collection and analyses should be tailored 
to fit in the selected decision framework (e.g., cost- 
benefit analysis, decision trees; multi-objective 
hierarchy analysis) or vice versa; and 

0 whether different decision methodologies accommodate 
environmental justice data with equal ease and with 
similar results. 

Not all of these issues can be addressed in this paper. 
However, examining hypothetical scenarios clarifies the 
importance of some of the issues, particularly related to 
the weighting of issues. Two scenarios are provided below, 
together with a few of the challenging questions each 
scenario raises. 

Scenario I 

A Proposed action has larere Rotential adverse 
environmental justice imacts and small Dotential 
iwacts to aauatic and terrestrial resources. All 
other alternative actions are Droiected to result in 
neulicrible impacts t o  minority and low-income 
ponulations and siunificant adverse imacts to 
auuatic and terrestrial resources. 

0 Should environmental justice impacts or 

0 To what extent should financial costs 

ecological impacts have greater relative 
importance in making decisions? 

influence decision making that incorporates 
environmental justice concerns? If the 
alternatives that are projected to result in 



neglirjible or co environmental justice 
impacts are more expensive to implement than 
the other alternative(s1, what relative 
weight should be placed on environmental 
justice? 

Scenario 2 

The UrODO8ed ac t ion  and all alternatives are 
proiected to result in adverse environmental justice 
inmacts. 

Can any action proceed? 
More generally, is it possible for federal 
facilities to be sited near low-income or 
minority communities, or in locations that 
currently house other polluting facilities or 
activities? 
If the proposed action (and alternatives) 
were located in an area where there are pre- 
existing environmental injustices, (a) to 
what extent should the marginal impacts of 
the proposed action be weighed against the 
cumulative impacts of multiple facilities or 
activities and (b) to what extent should 
mitigation strategies address the proposed 
action or seek to redress past/existing 
injustices? 

Several elements influence the issues raised above and with 
regard to the hypothetical scenarios. These cross-cutting 
elements include the following: (1) whether the decision- 
making process was perceived to be fair and just; (2) the 
perceived credibility of the analyses; and ( c )  what 
mitigation strategies would be implemented. The process 
element incorporates a range of issues, including what 
alternatives were considered, whether alternatives were 
considered seriously, whether and how the public 
participated in the decision making, and whether the 
decision-making process reflected public values. Judgments 
about these issues may vary across and within different 
sectors of the public; they should not be judged solely from 
the perspective either of the agency responsible for the 
decision or of the populations potentially affected by it. 
Perceptions of the credibility of analyses also are 
influenced by multiple factors, including the credibility of 
the persons or organization conducting the analysis, the 
methods used, issues considered, collaborations with 
potentially affected populations, and the outcomes of the 
methods. 

Mitigation is a difficult issue to consider. From the 



perspective of potentially affected populations, there may 
be a questicn of why, when impacts could be avoided 
altogether (e.g., by not constructing a facility), people 
have to "settle" for mitigation. Monetary compensation 
sometimes is viewed by affected populations as bribery. 
And, if the proposed action would augment or amplify the 
risks of existing facilities or activities, then questions 
can be raised about the degree to which the sponsors of the 
proposed action should be responsible for mitigating other 
problems. 

The explicit language and the existence of the Order 
constitute a tacit social contract between the federal 
government and the populations the Order addresses. Based 
on this social contract, even if those populations that have 
suffered environmental injustices do not trust the federal 
government or, by extension, the Order, they may exDect 
actions to redress existing injustices and to prevent new 
injustices. The Order does not mandate certain outcomes, 
but it does require the development of processes that 
consider environmental injustice and that might therefore 
lead to actions and decisions that would differ absent this 
consideration. 
become an issue in the future. 

Whether and how much the outcomes differ may 

Agglomeration VS. Aggregation 

Environmental justice issues may be viewed from multiple 
spatial and temporal perspectives. Here, we discuss only 
different spatial perspectives. By looking at the issues 
from various standpoints, and by collecting and analyzing 
data to study potential consequences at different scales, it 
may become apparent that what may be deemed environmental 
justice at one scale may appear to be environmental 
injustice at another scale. As yet, decision makers have no 
guidance from federal agencies about how to weight the 
relative importance of impacts from different spatial 
perspectives. In other words, guidance does not yet exist 
to indicate whether impacts at local, regional, or national 
scales take precedence. 

By "agglomeration" we mean the cumulative effects of 
multiple facilities or activities within one site, 
community, or area. In contrast, aggregation" denotes a 
larger scale, including cross-site, national, institutional 
(e.g., the set of activities conducted by a specific federal 
agency) , or federal. 
Agglomeration issues are important in determining whether a 
pattern of environmental injustice exists in a particular 
location. They also can influence - in as yet unknown ways - decisions about whether to proceed with proposed actions. 



In the past, the cenaency was fsr practitioners to evaluate 
the risks inposed by ;r specific activity or facility, 
omitting potential interactive or cumulative impacts related 
to other facilities or noxious sites in the vicinity. 
Cumulative impact assessments should consider the impacts of 
a proposed action in light of the impacts of past, present, 
and reasonably foreseeable activities to account f o r  
multiple activities that, singly, are relatively innocuous 
but that, together, create significant impacts. In the 
realm of environmental justice, both the scope of activities 
considered and the distribution of impacts among the 
population are highlighted. Laituri and Kirby (1994), for 
instance, report that communities are demanding assessments 
that go beyond a single issue/single activity, in contrast 
to typical current practice. These authors propose a 
methodology they call Environmental Equity Assessment (EEA) 
that “incorporates the technological and economic aspects of 
current risk assessment and the EIS process on the one hand, 
with the issues defined by communities in their search for 
participation, empowerment and legitimation on the other” 
(p.126). 
future impacts is not clear from Laituri and Kirby’s 
description. 

The degree to which EEA can be used to project 

Beyond assessment methods, a key question for decision 
makers is how they should incorporate the resulting 
information in their decisions. Does the Order effectively 
bar the siting of new facilities (or initiation of new 
activities) where there already is an association between 
noxious facilities and low-income or minority populations? 
By extension, might the Order contribute to a pattern where 
new facilities or activities regularly are not located in 
relatively close proximity to extant facilities or 
activities? Certainly, that pattern would have many 
economic, environmental, and social implications. It might 
contribute to a more euual distribution of risks across the 
population. Potentially different outcomes might result if 
the goal is an emitable or just distribution of risks. 

Both equity and justice revolve around judgments of 
fairness, in contrast to equality, which centers on the 
concept of same treatment. We contend that equity or 
justice cannot be judged from a single case, without an 
overall frame of reference or a temporal, geographic, or 
institutional context from which to render judgments. 
Without such a framework or context, we suspect that case- 
specific judgments will be made on the basis of equality 
rather than equity or justice. From the standpoint of 
environmental decision making, though, it is important to 
ask if such a pattern is a desired outcome of the Order or 
an unintentional by-product of ad hoc implementation. 



Another question raisea by considering t h e  issue of 
aggicmeration is if, sr how, the historical reasons for 
existing patterns of environmental injustice in any 
particular locale should affect subsequent actions. Should, 
for instance, proposed nitigation measures differ according 
to whether current patterns resulted from deliberate 
decisions to locate activities in minority or low-income 
communities versus whether the patterns arose as an indirect 
consequence of industrial development? 

An important challenge in making fair environmental 
decisions is the availability of relevant information. For 
instance, the lack of information on the cumulative effects 
of multiple sources of pollution, especially on cross-media 
pollution in heavily industrialized areas, is a serious 
impediment to conducting environmental justice analyses. 
Likewise, it may be extremely difficult to collect 
information about patterns of natural resource consumption 
and to ascertain the connection between such patterns and 
health, economic, or social impacts. 

Aggregation issues add another layer of complexity to 
environmental justice decision making. The overarching 
aggregation questions are (a) what is the relative 
importance of specific versus larger-scale impacts and {b) 
how should an “appropriate” scale of analysis be determined 
and (c) who should be responsible for making that 
determination. Environmental justice can be analyzed from a 
variety of perspectives, ranging from a spatial perspective 
(e.g., local vs. regional vs. national) to an institutional 
perspective (e.g., all of a federal Department’s activities) 
to a program perspective (e.g., the set of program-related 
activities across the country). When a single activity is 
assessed from multiple perspectives, there may be 
contradictory results. In these instances, decision makers 
are faced with different answers and no clear method for 
reconciling or in other ways dealing with those differences. 

This idea may be illustrated by hypothetical examples 
showing how results of a single, site- and agency-specific 
EIS may be viewed differently from different perspectives. 
Take as one hypothetical example a case where a federal 
agency seeks to site a hazardous or radioactive waste 
storage facility in a poor neighborhood, but the majority of 
such facilities managed by that agency are located in rich 
neighborhoods. From a decision maker’s standpoint, how much 
emphasis should be placed on the environmental justice 
impacts at a single location, in the context of a larger 
pattern that does not create a picture of disproportionately 
high or adverse impacts? 

A second, more subtle example, focuses on decision-making 



processes undertaken by a federal agency. Suppose that 
proposed activities at a particular site would not result in 
disproportionately high and adverse impacts on minority and 
low-income populations. However, the agency’s selection 
criteria tend to target minority and low-income communities, 
so that most sites of the sort under investigation would 
create environmental justice impacts. In this example, a 
case-by-case analysis might be less effective than a review 
of the agency’s site-selection criteria. Agency guidelines 
provide little help for dealing with such situations. 
Further, though the Order calls for attention to federal 
programs, activities, and policies, from a practical 
perspective, most efforts to implement it in practice have 
fallen within the realm of NEPA. Unless the NEPA document 
is a programmatic one, it is unlikely that underlying 
policies such as site-selection criteria would come under 
scrutiny . 
A third example can be drawn from considering impacts along 
a transportation corridor that, for the sake of argument, 
spans the country and passes through many different types of 
communities - rural, urban, communities with high 
percentages of low-income or minority residents, communities 
with no predominance of low-income or minority residents, 
etc. Along the corridor, there may be locations at which 
the activity creates a disproportionately high and adverse 
impact on minority and low-income populations. But, there 
are other locations where there are no such adverse impacts. 
How should environmental justice impacts be judged? 
Considering only the sum (or average) of impacts along a 
route may miss significant impacts at specific locations. 
At the same time, conducting an extensive environmental 
justice analysis (data collection and public involvement) at 
each community along a nationwide corridor likely is 
prohibitively time- and resource-intensive. Surface 
transportation issues are particularly complicated because 
of the massive infrastructure that exists to support the 
transportation network. The infrastructure is unlikely to 
be altered or amended significantly in the near future, but 
its existence creates situations where cumulative impacts 
along certain routes are tremendous (e.g., hazardous 
shipments from multiple federal agencies as well as the 
private sector; exposure to vehicle air emissions and noise; 
exposure to industrial or other facilities that are located 
in the vicinity; and all of these impacts are based on a 
single major artery, not on the pattern of roads and rail 
lines throughout communities touched by the major artery) 
and not easily avoided. To this point, the draft guidance 
issued by agencies does not equip either the preparers of 
NEPA documents or the people who make decisions based (in 
part) on NEPA documents to handle these kinds of issues in a 
systematic way. 
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We think that environmental justice evaluations, from the 
federai agency perspecti-Je, generally should be conducted 
from rnultipie perspectives. Site-specific characteristics, 
such as the demographic nature of the surrounding 
neighborhood, agglomerative (cumulative) impacts of other 
noxious sites or activities, and the history of the 
neighborhood and its region should all be factored (either 
qualitatively or through a quantitative weighting scheme) 
into the decision-making process. In addition, analysts and 
decision makers should investigate larger-scale, aggregate 
patterns to help determine if decisions made about a 
particular activity at a particular site are just or unjust. 

Setting Priorities and the Allocation of Resources 

Although the other issues raised in this paper have 
implications for non-NEPA activities, the issues involved in 
setting priorities and allocating resources may best be 
described from a non-NEPA perspective. Fundamentally, 
decisions to take actions such as siting a new facility or 
cleaning up a hazardous waste site require an allocation of 
resources and may involve priority-setting. The Order 
implies that setting priorities and allocating resources 
will be done differently from in the past, to include 
considerations of disproportionate effects on minority and 
low-income populations explicitly. Below, we discuss some 
of the potential consequences of this situation, 
particularly in the absence of cross-cutting guidance and 
agreement among federal agencies. 

Past experience in Department of Energy and Environmental 
Protection Agency clean-up programs has shown that 
regulation-driven programs without a quantitative cost/risk 
measure often can direct significant resources into clean-up 
activities that people generally agree are neither cost- 
effective nor desirable. Recurrences of such situations 
have led these agencies to expand the decision process to 
include all “stakeholders,’ as well as to develop 
quantitative procedures to rank-order site-specific clean-up 
activities to facilitate the allocation of resources to 
critical problems. Easily understood quantitative ranking 
procedures are an important ingredient in the consensus 
formation process involving diverse groups. Based on these 
experiences, we suggest that it is essential to establish a 
quantitative value for environmental justice (or injustice) 
that can be used consistently across all programs of an 
agency and across all federal agencies. Such values could 
help to determine when environmental justice is a “show- 
stopper” for new activities, how to set priorities for 
determining the order and urgency of site remediation 
(particularly important where there are multiple noxious 
sites and limited resources to devote to their remediation), 



4 

and the like 

If guidelices for assessing environmental justice impacts 
are left f o r  each agency to develop in an ad hoc and non- 
quantified manner, then federal resources may not be 
allocated to correct the most "inequitable" situations. 
Further, if threshold measures are used to mean that every 
instance that meets a prescribed threshold is completely 
redressed, without regard to the cost, then it is likely 
that more resources w i l l  be expended on the redress process 
than is necessary or desirable. Moreover, without a 
consistent metric across all agencies to measure the level 
of disparity in each situation of environmental injustice 
and to measure the subsequent level of redress, then each 
agency's activities for redress will likely be conducted in 
an arbitrary and inequitable fashion as compared to other 
agencies. 

Deciding what level of resources to expend fo r  clean-up 
programs or the priority to attach to specific clean-up 
activities is complicated by the agglomerative effects of 
multiple sites within a region. This complexity will be 
particularly notable if different sites within a localized 
geographic area are the responsibilities of different 
federal agencies, such as a Superfund site (Environmental 
Protection Agency) near a military base (Department of 
Defense) with adverse environmental impacts on a 
disadvantaged neighborhood. 

Allocating scarce resources within an agency to problems of 
environmental justice also will be made more difficult 
without some measure of the level of impact. A multitude of 
sites, if they are evaluated incrementally as each one comes 
into popular focus, will seem legitimate situations for 
redress. These sites should be evaluated within a framework 
that (a) provides a metric, (b) explicitly incorporates 
other competing uses for the available funds, and (c) is 
based on a consensus understanding of the tradeoffs involved 
in allocating resources. Without such a framework, the 
disparity of decisions made within and among federal 
agencies may unintentionally exacerbate the very situations 
they seek to rectify. 

SUMMARY 

This paper focused on the use of environmental justice 
information in the decision-making process. It introduced 
the Environmental Justice Executive Order as a formal 
federal acknowledgment that there has been a pattern of 
environmental injustice in this country, as a call for 
action, and as an implicit social contract that future 
decisions will be made differently due to serious 



considerations of environmental justice. While these 
notions are relatively clear, metnods for implementing the 
Order are less clear, ana how to incorporate environmental 
justice into environmental decision making is least clear. 

An overarching theme of the paper is that agreement within 
and among federal agencies about what environmental justice 
is, how it should be measured, and the role of environmental 
justice in decision making is necessary for the successful 
implementation of the Order. Without such agreement, then 
the assessments likely will be ad hoc and inconsistent, 
thereby exacerbating the very conditions the Order is 
intended to improve. This theme was explored by considering 
the following three broad, but key, issues: (1) assessing 
proposed NEPA actions, determining mechanisms f o r  redressing 
past problems, and considering the bases for suggested 
mitigation strategies; ( 2 )  setting the context for 
assessment and subsequent decision making, through the 
consideration of the set of activities and conditions within 
a localized area (agglomeration) and from a broader spatial, 
institutional, or temporal perspective (aggregation); and 
( 3 )  the  need f o r  an agreed-upon metric and framework to help 
set priorities f o r  actions and to help determine the amount 
and distribution of resources to expend in any one case. 

We have no definitive answers to the numerous questions we 
raise. Attention must be paid to these issues, as the 
current ad hoc approach likely is unworkable over time. We 
also have concluded that it is important to address case- 
specific environmental justice issues from multiple 
perspectives, to improve understanding, to move away from a 
particularistic approach that sees only trees (or a certain 
stand of trees) and not the forest, and to promote better, 
more durable decisions. 
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