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Alright, let's dive into a comprehensive exploration of Executive Order 12898 on Environmental Justice.
This landmark order, issued in 1994, has significantly shaped how the U.S. government addresses
environmental issues, particularly concerning marginalized communities. We'll examine its origins, key

provisions, impact, and ongoing relevance.
Introduction

Imagine living in a community where the air is thick with pollutants from nearby factories, where the water
is contaminated, and where green spaces are scarce. For many communities across the United States, this
isn't a hypothetical scenario but a lived reality. These are often communities of color, low-income areas, or
indigenous territories that disproportionately bear the brunt of environmental hazards. Addressing this
injustice is the core mission of environmental justice, and a critical tool in this fight is Executive Order

12898.

Executive Order 12898, officially titled "Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority
Populations and Low-Income Populations," was signed by President Bill Clinton on February 11, 1994.
This order directed federal agencies to make achieving environmental justice part of their mission by
identifying and addressing disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of
their programs, policies, and activities on minority populations and low-income populations. It was a
watershed moment, formally acknowledging that environmental problems aren't distributed equally and

that systemic inequalities play a significant role.
Background: The Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement

To understand the significance of Executive Order 12898, it's essential to understand the environmental
justice movement that preceded it. The movement emerged in the 1980s as communities of color began to
voice concerns about the siting of hazardous waste facilities, landfills, and polluting industries in their

neighborhoods.

¢ Warren County, North Carolina (1982): This event is often considered the spark that ignited the
environmental justice movement. Protests erupted when a landfill was proposed to store soil
contaminated with polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in a predominantly African American community.
While the protests didn't stop the landfill, they drew national attention to the issue of environmental

racism.



e The United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice Report (1987): This landmark study,
titled "Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States," provided empirical evidence that race was the most
significant factor in determining the location of commercial hazardous waste facilities. This report was

a crucial turning point, providing data to support what communities had been saying for years.

These and other events led to increased awareness and advocacy, culminating in the First National People
of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 1991. This summit produced the "Principles of
Environmental Justice," a foundational document that outlines the movement's core values and goals. These
principles call for the right to ethical, balanced and responsible uses of land and renewable resources; the
right to participate as equal partners at every level of decision-making; and the right to be free from

ecological destruction.
Key Provisions of Executive Order 12898

Executive Order 12898 is more than just a statement of intent; it outlines specific actions that federal

agencies must take to address environmental justice. Here are some of the key provisions:

e Federal Agency Responsibilities: The order directs each federal agency to develop an environmental
justice strategy. This strategy must identify and address disproportionately high and adverse human
health or environmental effects of the agency's programs, policies, and activities on minority

populations and low-income populations.

¢ Data Collection and Analysis: The order emphasizes the need for federal agencies to collect, analyze,
and make available data related to environmental and human health risks in minority and low-income

communities. This data is crucial for identifying and addressing environmental justice concerns.

¢ Public Participation: The order calls for federal agencies to promote meaningful public participation
in environmental decision-making. This includes providing access to information, ensuring that public
meetings are held in accessible locations and languages, and actively soliciting input from affected

communities.

¢ National Environmental Justice Advisory Council (NEJAC): The order established the NEJAC, a
federal advisory committee that provides independent advice and recommendations to the EPA on
environmental justice issues. The NEJAC is composed of representatives from community groups,

academia, industry, and government.
Impact and Achievements

Executive Order 12898 has had a significant impact on environmental policy and practice in the United

States. While challenges remain, the order has led to several important achievements:

¢ Increased Awareness: The order has raised awareness of environmental justice issues within the

federal government and among the public. It has helped to legitimize the concerns of communities



affected by environmental hazards.

e Policy Changes: The order has led to changes in federal policies and practices. For example, the EPA
has incorporated environmental justice considerations into its permitting processes and enforcement
activities. Other agencies, such as the Department of Transportation and the Department of Housing and

Urban Development, have also taken steps to address environmental justice concerns.

¢ Community Empowerment: The order has empowered communities to advocate for their
environmental rights. It has provided a framework for communities to engage with federal agencies and

demand accountability.

¢ Research and Data: The order has spurred research and data collection on environmental justice

issues. This has helped to better understand the extent and nature of environmental disparities.
Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its achievements, Executive Order 12898 has faced criticism and challenges. Some of the key

criticisms include:

¢ Lack of Enforceability: The order is not legally binding, meaning that federal agencies are not
required to comply with its provisions. This has led to concerns that the order is merely symbolic and

lacks teeth.

¢ Inconsistent Implementation: The implementation of the order has been inconsistent across federal
agencies. Some agencies have been more proactive than others in addressing environmental justice

concerns.

¢ Limited Resources: Federal agencies often lack the resources needed to effectively address
environmental justice issues. This can hinder their ability to conduct research, engage with

communities, and implement policy changes.

¢ Definition of Environmental Justice: The definition of environmental justice is broad and open to

interpretation. This can lead to confusion and inconsistency in how the order is applied.

e Cumulative Impacts: The order often focuses on single environmental hazards, rather than considering
the cumulative impacts of multiple hazards on communities. This can underestimate the true burden of

environmental pollution on affected communities.
The Biden Administration and Environmental Justice

The Biden administration has made environmental justice a top priority. On January 27, 2021, President
Biden signed Executive Order 14008, "Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad." This order builds
on Executive Order 12898 and directs federal agencies to take additional steps to address environmental

justice.



Key provisions of Executive Order 14008 include:

o Justice40 Initiative: This initiative commits to delivering 40% of the overall benefits of relevant
federal investments to disadvantaged communities. This includes investments in clean energy, clean

transportation, affordable housing, and other areas.

e White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council (WHEJAC): This council advises the

President on ways to address current and historic environmental injustices.

¢ Environmental Justice Scorecard: This scorecard measures the performance of federal agencies in

addressing environmental justice.
e Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool: This tool helps identify disadvantaged communities
that are overburdened by pollution and climate change.

The Role of Community Engagement

Effective environmental justice requires meaningful community engagement. This means involving
communities in all stages of the decision-making process, from identifying problems to developing
solutions. Community engagement can take many forms, including:

¢ Public Meetings: Holding public meetings to gather input from communities.

¢ Advisory Committees: Establishing advisory committees that include community representatives.

e Community-Based Research: Conducting research in partnership with communities.

e Environmental Justice Grants: Providing grants to community organizations to support their

environmental justice work.

The Importance of Data and Research

Data and research are essential for understanding and addressing environmental justice issues. This
includes collecting data on:

¢ Environmental Hazards: The location and types of environmental hazards in communities.

¢ Health Outcomes: The health outcomes of people living in affected communities.

¢ Demographics: The demographic characteristics of affected communities.

e Cumulative Impacts: The cumulative impacts of multiple environmental hazards on communities.

This data can be used to identify environmental justice hot spots, assess the health risks faced by

communities, and develop targeted interventions.

Environmental Justice Beyond the United States



While Executive Order 12898 is specific to the United States, the principles of environmental justice are
relevant globally. Environmental injustices exist in many countries, particularly in developing nations

where marginalized communities often bear the brunt of pollution and environmental degradation.
International efforts to address environmental justice include:

e The Aarhus Convention: This UN convention grants the public rights to access environmental

information, participate in environmental decision-making, and seek justice in environmental matters.

¢ The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): Several of the SDGs, such as those related to clean

water, sanitation, and sustainable cities, are relevant to environmental justice.

e International Environmental Agreements: Many international environmental agreements, such as the

Paris Agreement on climate change, have implications for environmental justice.
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

¢ Q: What is environmental justice?
o A: 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.

Q: What is Executive Order 12898?
o A: Executive Order 12898 is a federal order signed in 1994 that directs federal agencies to address

environmental justice in minority and low-income populations.

Q: What are the key provisions of Executive Order 12898?
o A: Key provisions include federal agency responsibilities, data collection and analysis, public

participation, and the establishment of the NEJAC.

Q: What are some of the challenges to implementing Executive Order 12898?
o A: Challenges include a lack of enforceability, inconsistent implementation, limited resources, and a

broad definition of environmental justice.

Q: What is the Justice40 Initiative?
o A: The Justice40 Initiative is a commitment to delivering 40% of the overall benefits of relevant

federal investments to disadvantaged communities.

Q: How can communities get involved in environmental justice efforts?
o A: Communities can get involved through public meetings, advisory committees, community-based

research, and environmental justice grants.

Conclusion



Executive Order 12898 represents a significant milestone in the fight for environmental justice. It formally
recognized the disproportionate burden of environmental hazards on minority and low-income communities
and directed federal agencies to take action to address these injustices. While the order has faced challenges
and criticisms, it has raised awareness, spurred policy changes, and empowered communities to advocate
for their environmental rights. The Biden administration's renewed focus on environmental justice, through
initiatives like the Justice40 Initiative, offers hope for further progress in addressing these long-standing

inequalities.

The journey towards environmental justice is far from over. It requires sustained commitment from
government, communities, and individuals to create a future where everyone has the right to a healthy and
sustainable environment. How can we ensure that the promise of environmental justice becomes a reality

for all communities? Are you ready to be part of the solution?



