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Outline of the talk this week 
Spatial inequity & GIS 
3 goals today –  

1. demonstrate the power of GIS (advanced computer mapping) to illuminate environmental 
justice issues. 

2. use mapping to reveal ‘cryptic’ inequities 
3. discuss political problems that create landscapes of inequity 

Theoretical background 
Local governments have considerable power to give benefits to residents within and outside of 

their boundaries, or to withhold them. 
Local governments determine which areas are annexed into a municipality and which are 

excluded, local governments set land-use regulations and zoning, local governments select areas to 
receive infrastructure, and local governments identify areas to be “redeveloped.” Through these 
powers, local governments can diminish or deny minority political standing in local affairs, limit 
access to public services, and reduce the value of minority property.  

Racially-disparate application of local governments’ power to shape local political geography 
creates barriers to equality that are difficult to discern on the ground, but which can be made visible 
though mapping of spatial data.  

This ongoing research presents cases where governmental decisions concerning the local political 
geography have institutionalized racial inequality; the cases are documented with maps created from 
public GIS data. The cases cover these five local government processes: the creation of external 
boundaries, provision of infrastructure, zoning, extraterritorial jurisdiction, and redevelopment. 
These activities are all important parts of the administrative apparatus of municipalities to regulate 
the evolving municipal landscapes.  

These ‘good government’ tools exist because there are large aggregate societal benefits when they 
are applied correctly, but these powers also can create and institutionalize racial disparities.  

This result may be intentional racism or merely a by-product of economically rational actions; 
the effect is the same. 
Cryptic local political geography 

Municipal governments have “good government” tools to structure their local political geography 
– annexation, zoning, redevelopment, etc. 

• The tools are meant to optimize economic & social benefit 
• Abuse results from the potential for economic and political benefit for elite portions of the 

population 
o Racial & ethnic discrimination, especially. 

• Such abuse can be invisible on the ground and may remained cryptic for generations 
• … Until the advent of widespread public geospatial databases, to reveal these patterns 

Government decisions define / affect the city in these ways: 
• Provision of infrastructure 
• Municipal boundaries & annexation 
• Code enforcement 
• Redevelopment zones 
• Zoning and other land use regulations 



• School Assignment Boundaries 
• “At-large” vs. “by-district” elections 
• Fair housing policy 
• Extraterritorial jurisdiction 

Summary — ‘good government’ can go bad 
These local government spatial policy tools are important parts of the administrative apparatus 

of municipalities to regulate the evolving landscapes. 
The spatial policy tools exist because of the large aggregate societal benefits when they are 

applied correctly.  
But these powers also create and institutionalize racial disparities.  
This result may be intentionally racism or merely a by-product of ‘economically rational’ actions 

like optimizing tax revenue; the effect is the same.  
Local governments can – and do –  

• diminish or deny minorities’ political standing in local affairs,  
• limit minority access to public services, and  
• reduce the value of minority property. 

Racially-disparate application of the power to shape local political geography creates barriers to 
equality that are difficult to discern on the ground, but which can be made visible though mapping of 
spatial data.  

Lessons from the studying Environmental Justice and the Political Geography of the Environment 
1. Discrimination is created by the structure of the world, as well as by individuals’ actions. 

(“Structural racism”) 
2. Racist outcomes don’t require racist actors. 
3. The conventional exercise of political influence is used to gain benefit from governmental 

decisions – therefore the powerful get more benefit. 
4. Exercise of power is an everyday event, so every day we have an opportunity to create 

discriminatory effects.  
5. Power differences usually disadvantage Blacks and Latinos – but also, to varying extents, 

women, gays/lesbians, children, the old, the poor, the disabled, undocumented immigrants, 
foreign labor … anyone with less standing during a decision. It can be anyone – recently it was 
Irish, Italians, and Jews. And future generations are never at the table making these decisions.  

6. Discriminatory (inequitable) landscapes frequently create environmental problems, as well as 
problems of poverty, crime, poor education, personal safety, stress, humiliation. 

7. Inequitable landscape decisions cast long shadows into the future – the today’s landscape is 
partly a fossil of past decisions, creating structures for future disadvantage. 

8. Inequity is often difficult to see on the ground – even if affects you, but especially if it doesn’t. 
9. Ordinary public data can reveal important truths, with a careful analysis. 
  



 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
extracted from: http://deohs.washington.edu/environmental-justice#eeaParadigms – 3/21/2016 
University of Washington © Department of Environmental & Occupational Health Sciences 
 
During the past two decades environmental justice (EJ) has become part of the environmental health language. This 
page is dedicated to a basic understanding of EJ and the Environmental Justice Movement (EJM). 
The Department of Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences (DEOHS) has recognized environmental 
injustices as an important phenomenon to be investigated. Increasing awareness of EJ may influence the focus on 
underserved communities in the future of scientific research in environmental health. 
What is Environmental Justice? 
EJ usually refers to the belief that all citizens, regardless of ethnicity or socioeconomic class, should equally share in 
the benefits of environmental amenities and the burdens of environmental health hazards. Most definitions have 
common “themes” of justice in distribution, procedures, and process (Pijawka et al. 1998 and Collins 1992). 
Environmental Justice (EJ) is not universally defined. EJ has different meanings to various communities and 
institutions; therefore, the EJ definition is based in place, time, and perspective. It is often explained using examples 
of environmental injustices, focusing on the distribution of environmental risks. 
Most definitions talk about the “environment” as a place where we live, work, play, and pray; it is the environment of 
the everyday. Because of this new view of the environment, the Environmental Justice Movement (EJM) has caused 
a major shift in the idea of environmentalism (Taylor, 2000 and Pena, 2005). 
Distributional Justice refers to spatial fairness of the physical distribution of environmental benefits and burdens. 

• Unequal siting of landfills 
• Unequal siting of polluting industries 
• Unequal extraction of natural resources 
• Disparate access to recreational space 
• Disparate exposure to toxicants on the job 
• Unequal arrangement of public infrastructure, such as high ways, public transportation, garbage collection, 

etc. 
Procedural Justice refers to providing equal protection from environmental hazards regarding rulemaking and 
enforcement. 

• Unequal protection in cleaning up environmental hazards 
• Unequal enforcement in environmental quality control 
• Disparate risks in safe food consumption standards 
• Disparate impact of cumulative assessment of environmental quality control (i.e. a city may meet air quality 

standards, but certain neighborhoods within the city may exceed air quality standards) 
Process Justice refers to providing opportunities for meaningful citizen involvement in decisions that affect 
environmental health, including access to information and adequate authority for local knowledge (Pena, 2005). 

• Disparate access to information on exposure to toxicants 
• Disparate access to regulatory agencies during review on rules, and regulations 
• Disparate access to the scientific community on research priorities, and design 
• Unequal study subject participation in clinical trials 

Let’s use the EPA’s definition as an example: 
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. Fair treatment means that no group of people, including a racial, ethnic, or a socioeconomic 
group, should bear a disproportionate share of the negative environmental consequences resulting from industrial, 
municipal, and commercial operations or the execution of federal, state, local, and tribal programs and policies. 
Meaningful involvement means that: 

• potentially affected community residents have an appropriate opportunity to participate in decisions about a 
proposed activity that will affect their environment and/or health; 

• the public’s contribution can influence the regulatory agency’s decision; 
• the concerns of all participants involved will be considered in the decision making process; and 



• the decision makers seek out and facilitate the involvement of those potentially affected. 
EQUITY, EQUALITY, AND AUTONOMY: PARADIGMS IN ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
The ideas and definitions around Environmental Justice (EJ) differ in aspects of equity, equality, and autonomy. It 
could be that two paradigms of EJ are found in the Environmental Justice Movement (EJM): (1) equity and equality; 
and (2) autonomy. 
Equity and equality have been the platform of most institutions’ and many organizations’ decree of EJ. Some activists 
believe that EJ will be achieved through equitable distribution of environmental benefits, protection, and hazards. 
Equal treatment of communities seems like an attainable goal because it is a legitimized by greater society. 
However, other activists believe that the equity and equality fail to truly accept the Principles of Environmental 
Justice, which challenges the use of substances hazardous to ecological health (Pena, 2005). Furthermore, some 
activists believe that aspiring for equality ultimately legitimates politics from which the injustices were fabricated 
(Faber, 1998). 
Equity- refers to freedom from favoritism when referring to a system of law; the fulfillment of standards regarding 
environmental health 
Example: The EPA established standards of acceptable air quality limits. The air quality for all communities should 
not exceed the standards 
Equality- refers to the same treatment and influence of all communities regarding environmental health 
Example: All communities should have the same amount of polluting industries; thus, their air quality should be equal. 
Autonomy- refers to the right of communities to be independent and self-govern decisions that would affect 
environmental health 
Example: Communities should have a right to govern what type of air quality standards or how many polluting 
industries they want for their community.  
ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM 
Reverend Benjamin Chavis, the Executive Director of the Commission for Racial Justice of the United Church of 
Christ during the Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States report in 1987 and a well-recognized environmental 
justice (EJ) advocate, refers to “environmental racism” as racial discrimination in: 

• Environmental policymaking 
• Enforcement of environmental laws and procedures 
• Targeting of communities for the siting of waste disposal and polluting industries 
• Excluding people of color from decision making boards 

Some people consider racism an important aspect of the Environmental Justice Movement (EJM) because it 
illustrates a foundation in the Civil Rights Movement. 
The Civil Rights movement gave headway for activists to begin using the word ‘environmental racism,’ framing racism 
as a causation of environmental inequities . This perspective of “characterizing the absence of environmental justice 
as environmental racism sharpened the appeal of the cause (Getches and Pellow in Mutz et al., 2001 ) ,” motivated 
communities of color to fight for environmental protection under the decree of social justice.  
Thus, activists began viewing environmental injustices as an extension of institutional racism. Institutionalized racism 
can be viewed as political practices, cultural norms, and power structures that knowingly, or even unintentionally, 
affect groups of people disproportionately (Pena, 2005). 
EJM calls not only for an end to environmental inequities, but for an end to discrimination in housing, land, education , 
and employment along with equal access to the political processes where these decisions are being made. A full 
understanding of environmental justice requires knowledge of various causes of injustice, which may be rooted in 
discrimination. 


