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Message from the LGAC Chair: 

EPA’s Local Government Advisory Committee is chartered for 
30 local elected and appointed officials across the nation, 
representing the perspectives of large, small and diverse 
communities. We bring the perspectives of our communities 
to EPA through our collective and collaborative work. 
Environmental justice is an issue we care deeply about and it 
is reflected in all of our recommendations to the EPA. 

I want to thank the work of the LGAC Environmental Justice 
Workgroup, especially Mayor Lisa Wong, Chairwoman and Dr. 
Hector Gonzalez, Vice-chair, for their work in spear-heading 
this report. This report contains many examples of the 
successful work in our communities in order to further 
sustainability and resiliency. It also illustrates the creative 
solutions we find in local government to address 
environmental challenges. We hope that by sharing this 
information it will be helpful to other communities as they 
work to solve their own environmental justice challenges. We 
firmly believe that by working together we will achieve 
sustainability so that all can share in our common wealth.  

- Mayor Robert Dixson, Chair of LGAC 

 

Message from the Workgroup Chairwoman: 

Environmental justice is a major issue that is 
often overlooked. The unfortunate reality is 
that many local cities and towns across 
America have low-income and minority 
communities that are especially vulnerable 
to public health disparities, environmental 
damage, and other related problems. LGAC 
members have noticed this disparity, and 
have worked within our own communities to 
develop plans to revitalize vulnerable 
communities and encourage economic 
growth in these areas using innovative 
strategies and to also share these successes 
with the EPA. –Mayor Lisa Wong, 
Chairwoman of LGAC Environmental Justice 
Workgroup  
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Executive Summary 
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A clean and safe environment is essential for 
communities to thrive and prosper. In local 
governments we share a vision that 
environmental protection and health are 
integrated and can be a reality for all of our 
citizens. When gaps arise, we take deliberate 
actions to reduce health disparities and 
safeguard our environment, especially for those 
most vulnerable to adverse environmental 
conditions. For low-income, minority, and rural 
residents however, there remains the risk of 
exposure to pollution, hazardous run-off and 
lack of resources for clean air and water. These 
residents only make up a small subset of 
America’s total population, but they have had 
to pay the greatest price in terms of health risks 
and environmental damage because their 
communities are involuntarily located near 
pollution sources and hazardous emissions. 
 
In this Report, we have outlined some of these 
present challenges; we have also put forward 
case studies of innovative problem solving 
strategies in our LGAC Members’ communities 
where we have documented positive 
environmental and public health outcomes. In 
our advisory role to the EPA, we put forward 
recommendations coming from our unique 
perspectives in order to strengthen our 
partnership for positive environmental 
outcomes. We hope that by sharing our story, it 
will inspire others to overcome environmental 
justice challenges to promote environmental 
and economic vitality for all our nation’s 
communities. 
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What is Environmental Justice? 
Environmental Justice is 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.1 Environmental quality affects 
people in all communities, regardless of income level, race, identity, religion, or any other social 
or demographic factor.  

 

Unfortunately, the benefits of a clean environment are not always equally shared. Many 
communities across the nation that are predominately made up of racial minorities and low-
income families still face environmental challenges. These factors greatly affect their quality of 
health and well-being. 

Environmental Justice Matters to Local Governments  
 

Environmental justice concerns exist all over the country, from urban areas to isolated rural 
towns. Sometimes, state or federal initiatives are too broad in scope to adequately address the 
specific problems that plague individual communities. This is where local government action can 
make a visible difference. Local governments are more familiar with specific needs of their 
community, and often have a greater knowledge of physical environmental resources that affect 
them. This enables actions to be tailor-made to address the problem and to adjust changes as 
necessary. Implementing successful local programs can lead to incorporation of previously 
isolated communities into the larger social network, which enables greater access to resources. 
This access can help revitalize the communities further and increase the standard of living for 
residents.  

Challenges to Local Communities 
 

Infrastructure 
 

In order to support and sustain prosperous communities, there has to be reliable infrastructure. 
For many communities, however, the basic provision of clean and safe water infrastructure is 
often inadequate. And this lack of adequate infrastructure affects communities’ ability to attract 
businesses and achieve economic prosperity. 

 

                                                           
1 EPA definition of environmental justice http://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/resources/policy/plan-ej-

2014/plan-ej-2011-09.pdf 
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The cost to replace and upgrade aging water systems can 
easily be millions of dollars. Large cities and metropolitan 
areas can leverage state grant or loan funds, making it 
easier to fund large-scale projects. Local cost share 
portions required for grants are often available for larger 
populations as well. However, for small communities 
(populations fewer than 10,000 people), as well as low-
income and minority communities, the cost per capita 
bears an even larger burden on residents, which can 
impact cost share options. Therefore, the cost of replacing 
water infrastructure takes up a significant portion of a 
community’s budget. A prime example of this can be 

found in Salmon, Idaho, where the cost to upgrade the drinking 
water system to meet drinking water standard costs 

approximately $6 million. Among a small population of 3,000, with 19 percent under the poverty 
level, a water bill that constitutes 5 percent of their income is significant.   

 

Drinking Water 

 

Clean and safe drinking water is essential for all people. However, disparities exist in the quality 
of drinking water systems. For example, some communities along the U.S.-Mexico Border, 
Alaskan Native Villages and other rural, small communities often have poor drinking water 
quality, as well as inadequate drinking water infrastructure. Issues that affect drinking water 
quality include source water quality, transmission, storage, maintenance, monitoring, and 
access to technical and financial resources. It is difficult to identify and assess how to better 
address system quality issues because there is a lack of available data on drinking water 
systems. There are also documented instances where lead is leached from service lines, 
particularly in older neighborhoods and in disproportionately low-income and minority 
communities. 

In general, affordability is a significant issue for disadvantaged, low-income and rural 
communities desiring to improve their drinking water infrastructure. Many small, low-income 
communities simply cannot afford the cost required to replace or upgrade drinking water 
infrastructure.  Regulatory compliance may also create additional burdens on a community 
struggling to provide safe, quality drinking water when there are no funds allocated or available 
for improvement projects.  

 

 

Air Emissions 

 

Emissions of harmful and sometimes toxic air pollutants can be found across many industrial 
sectors. Power plants and petroleum factories are common emissions sources, but these are not 
by any means the only air pollutant sources. The table below lists some other sources of air 
pollutants.  

 

Photo source: Commissioner Robert Cope 
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General Source Specific examples 

Agricultural Activities Agricultural field burning, fertilizer 
application 

Shipping Emissions from diesel-fueled vessels and 
trucks 

Dust Roads (paved and unpaved), construction  

Fire Wildfires and prescribed burning 

Indoor Sources Cleaning products, building materials 

 

 

 

Low-income, minority, and rural communities are especially susceptible to adverse air effects 
because many facilities that emit air pollutants are sited within or near these communities. A 
study conducted by the Government Accountability Office in 1983 confirmed that the 
populations of the communities in 3 out of 4 landfill siting locations were predominately African-
American residents. In addition, at least 26 percent of the residents in communities near siting 
areas had incomes that were below the poverty level.  Having landfills and other hazardous sites 
in close proximity to communities often exacerbates exposure to toxic air pollutants that can 
severely impact public health. 2 

 

Sustainability 

Green Infrastructure 
 

From big cities to small towns, stormwater runoff can be a major problem. Excessive, 
uncontrolled stormwater runoff can result in extreme flooding that causes contamination and 
pollution. Urban areas are especially at risk for this type of pollution. Regardless of the location, 
uncontrolled stormwater runoff raises concerns of public health and safety for all members of 
the affected community. Green infrastructure can help to mitigate the adverse effects of 
stormwater runoff by absorbing and filtering water to reduce pollution. Utilizing vegetation, 
soils, and other natural elements, green infrastructure helps urban areas create healthier, more 
manageable environments. It can also protect against floods, pollution, and water 
contamination. Green infrastructure methods can be applied to buildings, cities, wetlands, or 
coastlines. These practices include planting trees, adding vegetation, preserving wetlands, and 
monitoring watersheds. By incorporating technology and engineered systems into water 
management methodologies, green infrastructure encourages areas of high development to 
maintain a natural water cycle. This approach also gives cities and communities opportunities to 
create green spaces and parks as multi-use areas.  

 

                                                           

2 Government Accountability Office: Natural resources and environment: siting of hazardous waste landfills and their correlation with racial and 

economic status of surrounding communities (1983) 

 

Source: EPA Office of Air and Radiation 
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Brownfields 
 

In communities throughout America, a legacy of industrial development has left behind 
abandoned industrial buildings and abandoned pollution problems. In some cases, this pollution 
has left blighted and abandoned waterfronts. For example, communities in the Northeast have 
housed paper and plastic mills, while Gulf Coast communities have more recently become oil 
refinery hubs. Many of these industries typically require intensive resources and produce large 
quantities of byproducts and in some cases toxic wastes. When an industry closes or moves 
elsewhere, the land that previously held factories is abandoned, leaving contaminated lands 
that bring down community property values and expose community members to harmful 
pollutants. These areas most often have communities directly in the pathway of exposure to 
potentially harmful emissions. 

 

While they appear to be obstacles upon first glance, these brownfields can offer a great 
opportunity to revitalize the land. Cleaning up previously contaminated lands can remove 
pollution sources, which can result in cleaner communities. It also opens up economic 
opportunities by creating space for commercial redevelopment. For example, these areas can be 
converted to public parks, residential neighborhoods, or new businesses.  

 

Access to Resources 
 

Low-income and minority communities often lack access to valuable resources. Such resources 
include health care facilities, public utilities, and even grocery stores. These resources are taken 
for granted by most communities in America, but they are a luxury for vulnerable communities. 
These communities often lack information to avoid the impacts of climate change and/or 
exposure to environmental hazards. Such resources could help them avoid harmful impacts to 
diminish harm.  

 

Public Health 
 

Public health and well-being is an issue that is of the utmost concern to most citizens. 
Environmental justice strives to provide equal access to adequate health services and healthy 
environments for all citizens. Numerous studies have shown a relationship between minority 
populations, income levels, and overall quality of health. In almost all cases, low-income, 
minority populations have reported a greater amount of health issues than higher-income, 
predominantly white populations. Common health concerns include: 

 Increased risk of heart disease  

 Higher obesity rates 

 Respiratory problems 

 Greater occurrence of Type II diabetes 
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A study by Taylor et al. examines park and recreation infrastructure, and the effect that it has on 
communities. 3 This study concluded that low-income communities generally do not have as 
much access to community parks and public pools as higher-income communities. Not only does 
this lack of recreational resources reduce a sense of community pride, but it also decreases the 
amount of time spent outside, and consequently, the average amount of outdoor physical 
activity per individual. This effectively puts community members at a higher risk of developing 
heart disease, obesity, or diabetes. Low-income, minority community members who do not 
have access to parks experience lower levels of physical activity than more affluent community 
members.  

 

In addition to the increased vulnerability to dangerous diseases, there is the lack of available 
and affordable resources to treat important health issues in low-income, minority, and rural 
communities. Citizens in these vulnerable communities have a decreased quality of life due to 
increased risks of health hazards and higher susceptibility to diseases. The environmental justice 
movement aims to address these disproportionate health concerns and promote greater access 
to helpful resources. 

 

 

Climate Change/Adaptation  
 

Climate change effects are a pressing matter for all of our nation’s communities. However, 
minority, low-income, and rural communities are particularly vulnerable to the consequences of 
climate change. Furthermore, low-income and minority populations often lack funds for climate 
adaption measures, such as flood-proofing homes or other flood control options to address 

adverse climatic events or sea level rise. Mitigation 
measures are not always effective for vulnerable 
communities. Many individuals have to use the “last 
resort” course of action of retreating and moving 
elsewhere. However, many low-income residents 
lack the financial capital to find a new place 
elsewhere. And some are not willing to sacrifice their 
personal and cultural identity that is associated with 
the land on which they currently reside. This means 
that community leaders are often facing an uphill 
battle to make their communities’ voices heard and 

secure protection from the economic and environmental harm resulting from climate change.  

 

One of the major obstacles preventing low-income and minority communities from properly 
addressing climate change is the lack of opportunity for public engagement. In many cities and 
towns across the country, underserved communities are often underrepresented in public 
decisions, if they are even included at all. It is up to local governments to not only engage 

                                                           
3 Taylor, W; Floyd, M; Whitt-Glover, M; Brooks, J. Environmental justice: A framework for collaboration between the public health 

and parks and recreation fields to study disparities in physical activity (2007) 

City of Bridgeport, CT   Photo Source: City of 
Bridgeport 
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vulnerable communities, but also to empower their citizens to use the public dialogue as a way 
to spur change in their communities.  

 

EPA Office of Environmental Justice (OEJ) 
The EPA created the Office of Environmental Justice (OEJ) in 1992 to further examine issues 
pertaining to environmental justice. This office provides many resources to increase public 
awareness of environmentally vulnerable communities, such as published reports, fact sheets, 
and web tools that identify communities particularly at risk for environmental justice issues. 

 

Over the past few decades, special consideration has been given to the importance of 
environmental justice. One landmark moment for the movement occurred in 1994, when 
President Clinton signed Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental 

Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations. The Order requires all Federal 
agencies to consider the environmental impacts of any program, policy, or action on minority 
and low-income populations in the United States and all associated territories and possessions.  

 

E.O. 12898 also effectively created the Interagency Working Group on Environmental Justice to 
be convened by the EPA Administrator and comprised of the heads of several major federal 
agencies. This workgroup is charged with the following tasks:4 

1. Provide criteria to identify disproportionately adverse health or environmental effects on minority and 
low-income populations 

2. Coordinate with each Federal agency to develop an environmental justice strategy 

3. Conduct research in cooperation with the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Health 
and Human Services, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and other participating 
agencies 

4. Coordinate data collection; examine data and studies on environmental justice  

5. Hold public meetings  

6. Develop interagency environmental justice projects 

EPA’s Plan EJ 2014  

Plan EJ 2014 is a roadmap that helped EPA to integrate environmental justice into the Agency’s 
programs, policies, and activities. Plan EJ 2014 is named in recognition of the 20th anniversary of 
President Clinton’s issuance of Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental 
Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations. In implementing the Plan, EPA 
sought meaningful engagement with communities and stakeholders. The goals of the plan are 
to: 

 Protect health in communities over-burdened by pollution  

                                                           
4 Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations; Federal Register, Vol. 59, 

No. 32. [http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/executive-orders/pdf/12898.pdf] 
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 Empower communities to take action to improve their health and environment  
 Establish partnerships with local, state, tribal and federal organizations to achieve 

healthy and sustainable communities.  

Plan EJ 2014 is not a rule or regulation. It is a strategy to help integrate environmental justice 
into EPA's day-to-day activities.5 Plan EJ 2014 provided the agency with a blueprint of EPA’s top 
EJ priorities and a plan of action to focus assistance on addressing EJ challenges. Plan EJ 2014 
actions are tracked within EPA’s Strategic Plan.  

 Environmental Justice- Plan Forward 

EPA made great strides in gaining environmental equity by setting forth a course of action to 
address EJ challenges through Plan EJ 2014. Local governments benefited immensely by having 
access to this clear strategy that aimed at improving the environmental and public health of our 
nation’s communities. Local governments valued this type of transparency and strategic 
direction to assist in planning at the local level. The LGAC looks forward to the next iteration of 
EPA’s Plan EJ 2014 so that we can continue to progress and advance our local goals for areas 
that still struggle with EJ issues. 

 

Challenges of Rural Communities 

Salmon, Idaho 
The town of Salmon is a small rural community that lies 
near the north-central border of Idaho. The Salmon River 
runs straight through the area, which is rich with history 
of the Lemhi Shoshone culture and is also home to 
Sacajawea. The city has seen a decline in the mining and 
timber industries, both instrumental to Salmon’s 
economy, which have left many in the community under-
employed and scrambling to make ends meet. 
Approximately 19 percent of Salmon residents live below 
the poverty line, a considerable number considering the 
fact that the town only has about 3,000 residents. Many 
residents tend to work two or three jobs, mainly in the 
retail or service sector, to make ends meet. In most cases, 
these jobs still are not enough to keep families afloat. Additionally, a large percentage of their 
monthly income (up to one-fourth) must be spent just to have basic access to clean, safe 
drinking water and proper wastewater management systems. 

 

Local organizations, along with regional state agencies, have stepped in to help Salmon and 
other similar towns by setting up food banks. The food banks are open once or twice a week, 
and provide staple foods for families and individuals in need. The program was initially 
successful, but as more people flocked to food banks after a series of severe layoffs, the food 

                                                           
5 Plan EJ 2014- EPA Office of Environmental Justice [http://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/plan-ej/index.html]  

Photo source: City of Salmon Webpage 
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sent to food banks started to run out faster. The food shipments are shipped from far away, so it 
has been difficult to keep up with the demand of rural, isolated communities. Many 
communities face similar struggles to obtain important resources on a regular basis. For 
environmental justice, it is important to connect vulnerable communities to the resources 
necessary to promote economic growth and protect community well-being.  

 

Arcadia, Oklahoma 
The Town of Arcadia is a rural community of 279 residents 
located approximately 15 miles north of Oklahoma City. The 
town was created in 1987 by Executive Order action of the 
Governor. Arcadia has median income of $26,000 for a 
family. The Town of Arcadia was seeking to upgrade its 
infrastructure by providing municipal drinking water system 
in order to comply with updated drinking water standards, 
but lagged behind in its ability to achieve state funds to assist 
with this infrastructure. Historically, there had been an 
employee of HUD who served as an ombudsman to assist 
small communities in obtaining grant resources. That 
position was cut, and towns in Oklahoma like Arcadia lost 
this valuable assistance. Arcadia was faced with a 1.8 million 
dollar price tag on the new drinking water system that would 
be shared by the 279 residents, making the infrastructure upgrade goal seem unobtainable. It 
was not until EPA Region 6 began work with the town of Arcadia, the state, and an adjacent city 
that assistance came through the State DEQ to provide assistance that enabled the town of 
Arcadia to buy water wholesale through a long term agreement.  It is through focused 
intergovernmental cooperation that Town of Arcadia was able to secure clean and safe drinking 
water service to the community.  The Town of Arcadia will soon begin construction on 
the municipal water system for the residents of Arcadia. 

 

 

 

Ulysses, New York 
The Town of Ulysses is a rural agricultural 
village located in the Finger Lakes region 
of New York State, near Cornell University 
and Ithaca College. The Town of Ulysses’ 
water district 3 was built in response to a 
leaking gas station tank that 
contaminated drinking water wells in the 
hamlet of Jacksonville. Unfortunately, this 
small system (387 users) consistently 
exceeds the federal limits for total 
trichloromethane because it is at the end 
of the Southern Cayuga Lake Water 
System in a rural area where the demand 

Arcadia Historic Barn, Photo Source: City of Arcadia 
webpage 

Photo Source: Elizabeth Thomas 
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is low, allowing water to stay in the pipes for months. This leads to an accumulation of 
chlorination by-products. The best solution would be to connect the Jacksonville water district 
with Trumansburg -- a 1 mile connection compared to the 11 miles the water currently travels. 
This connection is estimated to cost $1,000,000 to the 387 users in this water district. The area 
has a low to middle income range, but exceeds the income threshold to qualify for any grants. 
Each household already pays $562 per household to cover the operation, maintenance and 
existing loan plus a quarterly usage fee. The costs associated with sewer and water systems is 
large, which acts as a disincentive to correct problems, resulting in aging systems. And under 
New York State's tax freeze, municipalities are prevented from being able to address the aging 
infrastructure problems they know exist.  

Local Communities Take Action 
 

Several communities across America have taken steps to overcome the obstacles that pose 
major threats to the success of minority, low-income, and rural communities. Community 
leaders have used education, public outreach, planning methods, and collaborative measures to 
improve their towns and better protect citizens from environmental harm. Many of these 
approaches to engage EJ-troubled communities have shown investment upfront, but these 
community leaders have demonstrated that there can be economic benefits for the entire 
community by addressing EJ concerns. 

 

Connecting Communities and Local Government 
 

Bridging the gap between underrepresented communities and their local government is a vital 
step to successfully combat environmental justice issues. This process can be quite challenging 
at times, especially when there are cultural, communication and physical barriers between 
communities with environmental justice concerns and the larger areas overseen by local 
governments. Faced with environmental and public health challenges, we offer the following 
case studies, all of which engaged citizens to solve these environmental challenges.  
 

Kansas City, Missouri 
 

Kansas City is a good example of how steps to improve environmental sustainability can be 
achieved through community engagement. A court order under a Clean Water settlement 
required the city to reduce Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) discharges and stop all sanitary 
system discharges by 2025. This order was issued in the face of sewer backups and flooding, as 
well as increased bacteria levels in Kansas City’s water source. Funding for this project was in 
short supply, so the local government turned to its citizens to engage them in creating 
innovative solutions. This public engagement sparked an outflow of innovative ideas to reduce 
stormwater sewage leaks while improving the overall life of the community. After much 
deliberation and public input, the city officials developed a plan to reduce stormwater runoff in 
an EJ community aimed at revitalization by setting up green infrastructure projects. Such 
projects included cultivating rain gardens, installing porous sidewalks and permeable pavers, 
and creating stream buffers. These projects were supplemented by home repairs throughout 
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the neighborhood. The result was a vastly enhanced area of town, with increased property 
values, as well as improved parks and other community spaces. Stormwater runoff was 
decreased by a value between 36-76%. The importance of local government and citizen 
collaboration cannot be understated.  

 

Bridgeport, Connecticut 
 

The City of Bridgeport, Connecticut developed a plan to revive areas of its town by expanding its 
park system. In the eyes of city officials, a more expansive park would help the community in 
two ways. The new parks would serve as additional green infrastructure for the city, effectively 
reducing stormwater costs, mitigating air pollution, and thereby increasing the city’s overall 
resiliency to climate change. The project would also increase public accessibility to these 
common areas and would subsequently increase property values in various neighborhoods. 
Bridgeport created three new parks, complete with waterfront access, improved bike paths, 
recreational programming, playgrounds, and sustainable maintenance strategies. The park 
created a natural filtering on parkland that reduced stormwater by 97,570,000 cubic feet 
annually, which relates to a savings of $751,289 in stormwater treatment. Bridgeport’s tree 
canopy makes up 27% of the total land, which equates to $860,405 worth of pollutant removal. 
Studies have shown that properties located within 0.1 mile of a Bridgeport park are valued 
between 8% and 11% higher than those properties located more than 0.1 miles away from a 
Bridgeport park. The City of Bridgeport example highlights how public access to parks can 
improve the environmental health and economic stability of a community.  The City’s BGreen 
2020 Plan also assures sustainability for all for the future. 

 

Salt Lake City, Utah 
 

The West side community of Salt Lake City, Utah is home to a large refugee community 
representing migrants from over 20 countries, most of whom have left oppressive government 
regimes and social unrest. A sense of distrust toward government organizations is an issue that 
further isolates foreign-born residents who live in the West Side community from the rest of Salt 
Lake City at large, causing problems for both the West Side community and for aid 
organizations. The West Side community also has significant health disparities in relation to Salt 
Lake City as a whole. This public health gap is especially apparent among children, who are at an 
extremely high risk for diseases. Effective outreach has been difficult because of cultural and 
linguistic barriers. In order to address this issue, EPA Region 8 teamed up with Communidades 
Unidas, a local grassroots organization founded by members of the Latino community in West 
Side. This partnership delivered a better understanding of community concerns. Programs were 
then developed to improve engagement with the West End community and enable community 
members to take a more active role in public affairs. The project successfully trained a group of 
dedicated individuals who could voice public health and environmental concerns on behalf of 
their community. This level of public engagement has helped the city to assist the West Side 
community to build environmental resiliency and spur economic growth. 
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Fitchburg, Massachusetts 
 

The paper mill industry had historically acted as a major driver of the economy in Fitchburg, 
Massachusetts. With the closure of the paper mills in the mid-twentieth century, Fitchburg took 
an economic nose dive. Large job layoffs pushed the unemployment level above the state 
average. Besides high unemployment came the challenges of contaminated brownfields of the 
abandoned paper mill properties. Health concerns have also plagued the community. Childhood 
obesity and post-partum depression have become especially prevalent in the community. This 
challenge was taken on by Mayor Lisa Wong. Mayor Wong analyzed the trends and put her 
knowledge as an economist to use by formulating an innovative economic development 
program. This measurement tool was used to collect information and create an impact report 
card.  The analysis measured the community’s overall well-being by looking at both traditional 
economic factors and aspects that are not measured by the economy, such as the environment, 
socioeconomics, and public health. This assessment allowed local officials to develop strategic 
plans that could both spur economic growth and increase social well-being. One plan that was 
especially successful for economic growth was a project to revitalize the Nashua Riverfront. This 
project involved the creation of a river access point in an area that was previously blocked off by 
the paper mills. Having a new access point not only increased revenue through river tourism, 
but it also created an outdoor community space, which brought people and businesses back to 
the river. This resource, which was once an eyesore, became the thriving natural resource on 
which the city flourished. The connection to the river brought people back to nature and 
provided pathways for people to explore, improving public health and quality of life. The 
Fitchburg example shows that local leadership focused on improving the viability of vulnerable 
communities can bring positive outcomes to a community.  

Prince George’s County 
 

Like many urban and suburban areas, stormwater runoff has become an increasing source of 
pollution in the Washington, DC metro region resulting in unswimmable and unfishable 
waterways and continued distress of the Chesapeake Bay. Like other jurisdictions nationwide, 
the County faced increased regulatory demands to control runoff pollution. To meet these 
demands in a manner that reduced costs, maximized efficiencies, and create socio-economic 
benefit for local communities, the Prince George’s County Department of the Environment, led 
by Adam Ortiz and Larry Coffman, turned a regulatory requirement into a thoughtful stimulus 
program for the local economy. The agency created a Public Private Partnership (P3) approach 
that leveraged the strengths of the public and private sectors to encourage local business 
participation in a comprehensive urban stormwater retrofitting program. This innovative model 
has won the support and engagement of the White House, private industry schools, local 
entrepreneurs, contractors, faith-based communities, non-profits and the local community 
college. The partnership has resulted in new management practices that have controlled runoff 
and flooding, prevented stream erosion, and reduced pollutants in a manner that have helped 
put raingardens and other stormwater devices into the ground, expands local businesses, 
creates workforce pipelines. 
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Mississippi Mayors Encourage Collaborative Problem Solving 
 

Rural communities in Mississippi have 
turned the old adage of “strength in 
numbers” into a new solution for 
overcoming environmental justice 
obstacles. Towns and cities throughout 
the state came together in Atlanta, 
Georgia on February 5, 2015, to meet 
with EPA Region 4 and other federal 
agencies and begin to brainstorm 
regional approaches to solve EJ issues. 
These issues include high rates of 
poverty, low median incomes, and aging, 
inadequate water infrastructure. The 
Mississippi Conference of Black Mayors 

has long recognized that there are no 
quick fixes to these issues, but by 

providing a forum for communities to come together, they can focus on creating infrastructure, 
environmental, public health and economic solutions one step at a time. Many of these small 
communities have trouble getting access to healthcare, water infrastructure, and other 
resources. Such struggles are compounded by the continuous clean-up efforts still left over from 
the damage induced by Hurricane Katrina and extreme weather events related to climate 
change, such as flooding. In rural Mississippi, local leaders have not been defeated, but have 
instead built coalitions among small towns to encourage innovative partnerships aimed at 
overcoming these challenges and building sustainable solutions. This network of regional 
leaders work together to identify and reduce sources of environmental risks across the area. 
This best practices approach of uniting at a regional level ensures that no community is left 
behind, regardless of location or demographics. 

 

Laredo, Texas 
 

The city of Laredo, Texas, is the second largest port in the nation and is located on the North 
bank of the Rio Grande River in South Texas. Laredo’s residents have struggled with a 
longstanding condition of health disparities, which can be attributed to the city’s location along 
the border, limited access to health care services, and medically underserved population. To 
address the health care issues, Laredo city officials have worked on several programs to protect 
human health, increase public participation in government, and develop Laredo into a 
sustainable, thriving community. The Active Living Plan was introduced by city officials as a 
strategy to encourage healthier lifestyle decisions for all Laredo residents. Features of the 
program include incorporating exercise into employee work schedules and serving healthier 
food options at schools for both students and faculty. Active citizen participation in local 

Photo source: Mayor Johnny Dupree 
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government has been supported through the Citizen’s Environmental Advisory Committee 
(CEAC). CEAC is a group of professionals and environmental advocates hailing from a diverse 
range of backgrounds that weighs in on proposed city plans and ordinances, effectively 
providing a voice for citizens. All CEAC meetings are publicly announced, and public comment 
periods are available for issues brought before the committee. When a consensus is reached on 
an issue, a recommendation letter is drafted and sent to the decision-making body, the city 
council. Laredo prides itself on committee transparency and active participation among 
community members. In addition, the Greenspace Ordinance requires that developers leave 
green space when undertaking a new development project. This provides Laredo citizens with 
more outdoor community space, which in turn, improves overall health and well-being. 
 

Greensburg, Kansas 
The town of Greensburg, located in the 
heart of the prairie, is about 60 miles west of 
Wichita, Kansas. The town was founded in 
1886, with a population size of 
approximately 1,400 people. Agricultural, oil, 
and gas industries sustain its economy. This 
idyllic rural prairie town was nearly 
destroyed when a disastrous F-5 tornado 
roared through the town in 2007, 
demolishing approximately 95% of the city. 
The tornado left in its wake a path of 
destruction, but the hearty and faithful 
people of Greensburg pulled together to rebuild almost immediately. Greensburg residents 
immediately began to create a new vision for their town, showcasing new green building and 
renewable energy. Eight years after the tornado, Greensburg is the world's leading community 
in LEED-certified buildings per capita. The town is home to eight LEED-platinum certified 
buildings, including a new City Hall, a business incubator for public-private partnerships, the new 
48,500-square-foot Kiowa County Memorial Hospital, and the Kiowa County School in School 
District 422. Renewable energy powers the entire community. The streetlights are all LED, and 
the sustainability efforts provide unique educational opportunities for youth and the 
community. Rather than moving away, the Greensburg residents turned a disaster into 
opportunity and succeeded in creating a vision to rebuild a sustainable community. 
Greensburg’s efforts are paying off; with thirteen Greensburg buildings, the town is saving a 
combined total of $200,000 in energy costs per year by utilizing wind energy. Private enterprises 
have also embraced the innovative green initiatives. 

 

Santa Barbara, California 
 

Ports are vital hubs of American prosperity through their transport of imports and exports. 
However, diesel-fueled cargo ships and transport trucks can emit large quantities of nitrogen 
oxides, particulate matter, sulfur, and other greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere and 
into the channel of the Santa Barbara County coastline. These emissions are known to have 
disproportionately higher effects on low-income and minority populations who live in 
surrounding communities, compared to the communities located further away from ports. The 

Source: City of Greensburg Website 



 
 

18  

Santa Barbara Air Pollution Control District, NOAA’s Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary, 
and the Environmental Defense Center addressed this air quality issue by developing the Vessel 
Speed Reduction Trial Incentive Program to reduce the speed limit of cargo ships as they enter 
ports. The program was inspired by a study that determined a correlation between vessel 
speeds and fuel consumption. The study found that reducing ship speeds by any given amount 
results in a greater than proportional reduction in fuel consumption. COSCO, Hapag-Lloyd, K-
Line, Maersk, Matson, Mitsui O.S.K. Lines and United Arab Shipping Company participated in the 
trial program through voluntary agreements to reduce ship speeds from 14-18 knots to 12 knots 
for 27 trips through the channel between July and November 2014. Each shipping company 
incentive payment was $2,500 per trip. This program has resulted in a 16 ton reduction of 
nitrogen oxide and a 20 metric ton reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, a 50 percent drop 
from the baseline emissions of each pollutant.6 This comprehensive partnership between local 
government, federal government, a non-profit organization, and the shipping industry provided 
an inexpensive method to substantially cut down on toxic air emissions. It has also paved the 
way for future air emission reduction programs in the area. 

 

Gary, Indiana 
 

Gary, Indiana, is located on the border of Lake Michigan, about 25 miles southeast of Chicago, 
Illinois. The city of Gary has its root in the steel industry, which has heavily declined in recent 
years. The city shares the difficulties of other rust belt cities, such as unemployment, decaying 
infrastructure and educational attainment gaps. The downturn of the steel industry and 
declining job opportunities left abandoned industrial sites, bankrupt businesses and vacant 
residences. These brownfields originated years ago; businesses lacking sufficient cash flow 
would close, leaving behind vacant structures that sat for decades. Through the leadership of 
Mayor Karen Freeman-Wilson, the Gary Redevelopment Division took action. To start the 
citywide makeover, the city partnered with the University of Chicago’s Harris School of Public 
Policy, the Center for Community Progress, and LocalData to launch a comprehensive survey of 
the city’s 50 square miles. This 18-month survey process involved almost 200 volunteers. The 
project not only fueled community pride and education, but also served as a vital source of data 
for the planning of future revitalization efforts. The information collected from the survey will 
be used in decision-making to formulate a master plan the sustainable rebuilding of the great 
City of Gary.   

 

LGAC Findings and Recommendations 
 

Forum to discuss and collaborate on solutions 
 

                                                           
6 Protecting blue whales and blue skies: results from 2014 ship speed reduction trial in Santa Barbara Channel; Santa 

Barbara County Air Pollution District, Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary, National Marine Sanctuary, 
Environmental Defense Fund; Pub. March 3, 2015 
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Finding: Low-income, minority, and rural communities often lack the resources to collaborate 
with one another on environmental and public health solutions.  

 

Recommendation: EPA regions should facilitate regional meetings with low-income, minority, 
and rural communities, bringing together federal and state agencies which may be of assistance 
to discuss and brainstorm pathways forward.  

 

Lack of basic infrastructure  
 

Recommendation: EPA should continue to work with Integrated Planning, particularly with low-
income, minority, and rural communities in order to identify funding sources for water 
infrastructure and provide low cost options. 

 

Recommendation: EPA should work with USDA to identify strategies for communities to fund 
infrastructure needs in low-income, minority, and rural communities. 

 

Recommendation: EPA should look for funding opportunities within the Water Infrastructure 
Finance Innovation Authority (WIFIA) under the WRDA to provide funds for water infrastructure 
for low-income, minority, and rural communities. 

 

Access to resources to address community problems 
 

Finding: Low-income, minority, and rural communities often lack the capacity to access 
resources or often lack information on how to access information. Often, this information is 
written in English and is not available in multi-lingual media.  

 

Finding: Low-income, minority, and rural communities are also on a digital divide and may not 
have network connections or email accessibility for online trainings or online resources. 

 

Recommendation: EPA should provide online resources and one-to-one training targeted at low-
income, minority, and rural communities to address community issues.  

 

Recommendation: EPA should provide resources to foster peer-to-peer learning and sharing 
opportunities to address community issues and challenges. 

 

Recommendation: EPA should foster opportunities to facilitate other federal and state agencies 
to come together for the benefit of low-income, minority, and rural communities. 

 

Recommendation: EPA should meet with the low-income, minority, and rural communities to 
learn from their perspective what their needs and concerns are. 
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EPA’s Plan EJ 2014 as a strategic plan for EJ issues 
 

Finding: EPA’s Plan EJ 2014 established a set of strategic goals and a statement of concrete 
actions the agency will take over a multi-year time to address environmental and public health 
disparities. Plan EJ 2014 has been implemented and the agency needs to develop a follow up 
plan of action. 
  
Recommendation: The EPA should consider drafting a comprehensive blueprint for advancing 
environmental justice, particularly identifying and outlining steps to follow Plan EJ 2014.  
  
Recommendation: The EPA should carefully weigh the impacts of climate change on vulnerable 
communities, particularly those with EJ concerns, and address these impacts in a strategic plan 
so that no community is left behind. 
 

Conclusion  
 

Environmental justice is a wide-ranging issue that affects low-income, minority, and small rural 
communities. Many communities continue to struggle in 2015 without the adequate resources 
to address major environmental and public health concerns. These challenges include lack of 
access to resources, contaminated land, inadequate water infrastructure, climate change 
threats and health disparities. This gap contributes to a divide between “those who have” and 
“those who have not,” which challenges all of our communities. Some communities struggle to 
achieve long-term sustainability, which degrades the overall quality of life for all citizens. Low-
income, minority, and rural communities are left without the means by which they can improve 
their situations. Although federal and state governments have acted to improve EJ and rural 
issues on a large scale, low-income, minority, and rural communities still have case-specific 
issues that have yet to be solved.  

 

Such complex, enormous challenges require creative approaches to encourage success in EJ 
impacted and rural communities. Local governments are on the frontline of these solutions. This 
report highlights innovative examples where LGAC members have put forth our leadership to 
address these challenges and to make a visible difference in our communities. These ideas have 
ranged from the creation of private-public partnerships, to forming local networks, to increasing 
public health awareness and education. The approaches we have identified in this report can 
serve as examples for other vulnerable communities faced with similar environmental justice 
obstacles.  

 

The LGAC appreciates that the EPA has worked hand-in-hand with local governments in a 
partnership with the states and tribes to address EJ issues. The LGAC recognizes that Plan EJ 
2014 was hugely successful in establishing the partnerships at the local level and setting forth a 
clear direction of transparent goals. We believe that moving forward with this type of plan can 
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further assist communities with environmental justice concerns, and can also be expanded to 
address the needs of rural communities. 

 

The LGAC believes that, through the enlightened efforts and vision of local leaders, 
organizations, and community members, in partnership with the EPA, states, and tribes, we 
have already begun the journey to achieve the American dream of sustainable and thriving 
communities for all. 
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