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The people in these communities have histori-

cally faced discrimination, bearing the burden of 
pollution and other environmental hazards with-
out benefitting from the protections enjoyed by 
communities who possess more economic, politi-
cal and societal capital.2 Current policies and sys-
tems fail to meet fundamental needs that would 
support resiliency in overburdened communities 
that have traditionally been underrepresented in 
decision-making processes.

Decades of research provides solid evidence 
of disproportionate environmental health risks 
affecting communities of color, indigenous com-
munities and low-income people across a vari-
ety of environmental hazards: lead, air pollution, 
chemical facilities, mining and climate change.3-8 
While health professionals have worked tire-

lessly to address health care needs, we need a 
broader perspective to identify and act on the 
underlying causes of health disparities — espe-
cially those brought on by exposure to environ-
mental hazards that are inherent in marginalized 
communities. We need to focus on justice issues, 
specifically environmental justice issues, to fully 
address the health needs of these overburdened 
populations.

Health professionals play a critical role as they 
shape institutions, research, application of health 
practices and policies, and interactions with com-
munities to advance environmental justice. This 
will require health professionals to embrace a 
social determinants model of health, recognizing 
that environmental hazards can lead to a lifetime 
of poor physical condition.

nvironmental justice is a human rights issue and one that significantly impacts health. 
In his encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis calls for “an integral ecology, one which 
clearly respects its human and social dimensions.”1 Due to wealth disparities, systemic 

racism, the legacy of redlining, poor land use in community planning and marginalized politi-
cal influence, many communities face negative health consequences from polluting indus-
tries, natural disasters and climate change.
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“Today, however, we have to realize that a true ecological approach always becomes 
a social approach; it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, 
so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.”
— Pope Francis, Laudato Si’



ENSURING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE: 			 
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES
The Environmental Protection Agency defines 
environmental justice as “the fair treatment and 
meaningful involvement of all people regardless 
of race, color, national origin or income, with 
respect to the development, implementation and 
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations 
and policies.” According to the EPA, environmen-
tal justice is achieved when everyone enjoys the 
same degree of protection from environmental 
and health hazards and equal access to the deci-
sion-making process that creates a healthy envi-
ronment in which to live, learn and work.9

The environmental justice movement grew 
out of the civil rights movement and was 
started by people of color, who sought 
to address the inequity of environ-
mental protection in their com-
munities. In 1982, a national, 
nonviolent sit-in protest 
against a polychlorinated 
biphenyl (PCB) landfill 
in Warren County, North 
Carolina, was organized. 
While unsuccessful in 
halting construction, the 
protest is credited with 
mobilizing the environ-
mental justice movement. 
The EPA, established in 1970, 
did not address disparities in 
environmental health until 
1990, with the creation of the 
Environmental Equity Work-
group. This group addressed 
the accusation that low-
income people and communities of color carried 
a higher environmental risk burden than the gen-
eral population.10

In 1991, the First National People of Color Envi-
ronmental Leadership Summit was held with rep-
resentation from Native American, Black, Latino 
and Asian Pacific populations. It created the “17 
Principles of Environmental Justice” to strategi-
cally guide national and international efforts to 
achieve environmental justice. These principles 
include the right to clean air, land, water and 
food; to participate as equal partners at every 
level of decision-making; and to demand an end 
to the production of all toxins, hazardous wastes 
and radioactive materials with producers held 

accountable for detoxification and containment. 
It also affirms the “sacredness of Mother Earth, 
ecological unity and the interdependence of all 
species, and the right to be free from ecological 
destruction.”11

The principles laid the groundwork for Exec-
utive Order 12898, “Federal Actions to Address 
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations 
and Low-Income Populations,” which was signed 
in 1994 and focuses on federal action to achieve 
environmental protection for all.12 However, fed-
eral action alone has not been enough to address 
the inequities.

THE INTERSECTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL 		
INJUSTICE AND HEALTH

Understanding environmental injus-
tice begins with the awareness 

that the adverse impacts of 
exposure to environmen-

tal hazards are not expe-
rienced equitably among 
people, with race as the 
strongest indicator of 
health threats. Achiev-
ing environmental jus-
tice and health equity 
requires assessment of 

and action to address envi-
ronmental health burdens, 

using a social determinants 
of health framework.

Healthy, sustainable and 
equitable communities that 
address inequities in housing, 
transportation, health and the 
environment through capac-

ity building, research, training and federal agency 
contacts will result in environmental justice. This 
is accomplished by advancing meaningful com-
munity partnerships that emphasize engagement 
at all stages and building partnerships with area 
residents, health professionals, business leaders, 
government agencies and policymakers (see Fig-
ure 1).

Industrial and hazardous waste sites are more 
prevalent in underserved communities, as are the 
resulting toxic emissions and contaminants that 
threaten health. Substandard housing conditions 
found in these communities are more likely to con-
tain lead paint, water pollutants and mold, leading 
residents to suffer adverse health and develop-
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FIGURE 1
SOURCE: EPA. Available at: https://www.epa.gov/
environmentaljustice/resources-creating-healthy-
sustainable-and-equitable-communities
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mental outcomes. For example, Black children are 
twice as likely to be hospitalized for asthma and 
are four times more likely to die from asthma as 
white children..13 Decades of studies reveal similar 
health disparities in incidence and severity of can-
cer and developmental disabilities.14, 15

Research has shown the healing effects of 
nature and being outdoors on health. However, a 
lack of green space and parks in underserved com-
munities reduces opportunities for experiencing 
the health benefits from engaging with nature.16

ADVANCING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
A number of actions can advance environmen-
tal justice and promote health equity, including 
expanded curricula for health professions educa-
tion, systemic change and improved legislative 
policy.

Health Professional Education and Practice
Social determinants of health, in particular the 
effects the environment can have on health, have 
not traditionally been taught in the health profes-
sional curriculum. It is essential that these pro-
fessionals become educated on the connections 
between the environment and health, as well as 
any disproportionate exposures experienced 
in the communities they serve. Organizations 
such as the Pediatric Environmental Health Spe-
cialty Units (www.pehsu.net) and the Alliance of 
Nurses for Healthy Environments (https://envirn.
org) are dedicated to educating health profession-
als on a range of environmental health topics, with 

a commitment to addressing environmental jus-
tice issues. Educational events are offered free of 
charge and often provide continuing education 
credit to medical professionals.

In the practice setting, health professionals 
must promote environmental exposure assess-
ment and track associated health effects to advo-
cate for policies and programs that support the 
remediation of environmental threats, particu-

larly in overburdened communities. EJSCREEN 
(https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen) is a mapping and 
screening tool that communities can use to deter-
mine health threats by accessing demographic 
and environmental information, such as air and 
water quality or lead in housing. 

Institutional and Systems Change
Hospital community benefit programs, required 
by the Internal Revenue Service and reinforced 
under the Affordable Care Act, can be designed 
to improve community health by focusing on 
environment conditions, such as the quality of 
air, water and/or hazardous exposures. Institu-
tions serving marginalized communities should 
consider identifying environmental factors in 
community health needs assessments and use 
partnerships to address social and environmen-
tal factors that negatively impact individual and 
community health. Community benefit programs 
can even address environmental issues as com-
plex as climate change.17

Legislative Responses
While it is customary to focus interventions on 
individual health issues, the complex intersec-
tion of stressors and risks with the lack of social 
protections dictates that health professionals 
and society focus on the broader policy issues 
that increase risks for illness in overburdened, 
poverty-stricken individuals, families and com-
munities. Government agencies must commit to 
a long-term, multisector approach that includes 

improvement in housing, schools, wages, 
transportation, environmental protec-
tions and public health measures that will 
protect at-risk communities and reduce 
poverty. The administration of President 
Joe Biden has taken important steps to 
re-enact policies and legislation that will 
move the U.S. toward reducing green-
house gases and improving air quality, as 
well as addressing social determinants of 

health, such as housing.18 These measures pro-
vide an important launching point to build finan-
cial capacity and environmental sustainability in 
at-risk communities, but more must be done to 
address the complex issues arising from the leg-
acy of discrimination.

The Environmental Justice for All Act, intro-
duced in Congress in March, was informed by 
communities impacted by environmental racism 

A lack of green space and parks in 
underserved communities reduces 
opportunities for experiencing the 
health benefits from engaging with 
nature.
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and oppression. The bill is rooted in the moral 
principles that all people have the right to pure 
air, clean water and an environment that enriches 
life. Building on these principles, federal policy 
should seek to achieve environmental justice, 
health equity and climate justice for all. Some of 
the key features of the act will address cumula-
tive health impacts in permitting decisions under 
the Clean Water Act and the Clean Air Act; fund 
grant programs to investigate personal and child-
care products containing chemicals linked to 
adverse health impacts; and provide more equi-
table access to parks and recreational opportuni-
ties for underserved communities.19

This summer, the EPA announced that it will 
provide $50 million for environmental justice ini-
tiatives through funds allocated under the Ameri-
can Rescue Plan. Congress designated this money 
for grants, contracts and other agency activities 
that identify and address disproportionate envi-
ronmental or public health harms and risks in 
underserved communities. Examples include sup-
porting community-based programs such as the 
Asthma Prevention and Control Programs, which 
seek to improve asthma outcomes in underserved 
communities, as well as outreach and education 
programs through the Healthy People, Homes and 
Neighborhood campaign.20

Advancing health equity will require health 
professionals to understand environmental 
injustices that impact the health of the commu-
nities where they practice and to advocate for a 
more just society. Health professionals who are 
informed about the principles of environmental 
justice are better prepared to recognize environ-
mental health risk factors in the patients, families 
and communities they serve. Informed health 
professionals must advocate for policies that 

protect minority and low-income communities 
from hazardous environmental exposures and 
promote fair environmental policies, informed by 
the community.
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University, M. Louise Fitzpatrick College of Nurs-
ing, Villanova, Pennsylvania. She was recognized 
by the administration of President Barack Obama 
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her work with communities to address climate 
change and public health.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
The Environmental Protection Agency says environmental justice is achieved when everyone enjoys the 
same degree of protection from ecological and health hazards and equal access to the decision-making 
process that creates a healthy environment in which to live, learn and work.

1. Did you learn about environmental justice as part of your education or after you were on the job? 
2. How do environmental justice concerns affect your communication with patients? Do you make a 

deliberate effort to ask patients about environmental factors or social determinants of health that may 
be hurting or helping their overall health? Do certain factors come up over and over again?

3. Whose responsibility is it in your health care facility to consider environmental justice issues? 
Executive leaders, mission leaders, advocacy staff, those working in community benefit, clinicians? Is it 
everyone’s responsibility to be aware of environmental justice issues? Do you see this as fundamental 
to your role in health care, or can it just feel like one more responsibility in a time of many competing 
responsibilities?

4. How does understanding environmental justice tie into the health equity work your health care 
organization is already doing? What more can be done to make sure you’re hearing from diverse voices 
in the communities you serve? What advocacy efforts or collaborative partnerships can your organiza-
tion pursue to address environmental justice issues at the local, state and federal levels?
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