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Executive Summary 
The environmental justice (EJ) movement—and its accompanying mission to improve 

the health, financial well-being, and environmental access of racially and economically 

marginalized communities in the US—is coming into its own. Environmental conditions 

are now viewed as an inherent component of historical inequity and are being 

integrated into current definitions of social vulnerability and health hazard exposures. 

Contemporary public and policy attention calls for evidence, measurement, and data to 

detail these connections. 

The convergence of two national trends—a renewed public attention on environmental injustices 

and the need for more and better evidence to inform policy—is producing a unique moment in the 

history of US civil society. Presidential executive orders on EJ over the last half year all implicate 

significant data collection, analysis, and management needs for federal agencies and grantees. 

However, the depth of analysis needed to implement these activities reveals a gap, an underresourced 

capacity among grassroots EJ groups to rigorously collect, analyze, interpret, and disseminate data on 

local environmental conditions, environmental health, and environmental behaviors and practices in 

their communities. 

This synthesis of EJ organizations’ data capacity corroborates that gap. By surveying EJ scholarship, 

exploring individual organizations and coalitions, and tracking affiliated sources for data and research, 

the study found a clear need and appetite for improved data capacity among EJ groups. 

The EJ movement has evolved significantly in tactics and influence but has always relied on data 

and research. The early days of the modern EJ movement resulted in wins including a national data 

clearinghouse, federal capacity-building resources, and public attention. Yet, the first movement 

leaders typically relied on data to prove environmental damage after it was realized and against 

individual culprits such as “legacy” polluters. The groups’ collective policy sophistication, policymaker 

influence, coalition strength, and civil-sector partnerships have dramatically expanded since. They now 

also address disparate impacts from a range of structural policies and actors before and during damages, 

as well as exposures to future hazards such as climate change’s effects. Since Hurricane Katrina in 2005 

and the Flint water crisis a decade later, EJ groups have received nominally more resources than before, 

attracted more sympathetic scholars and influencers, and achieved new policy heights—but they also 

cover more subjects and community needs than ever before. The need to expand data and data 
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management skills that address the complex social, economic, and environmental contexts is 

consequently growing. 

Capacity gaps persist at all levels of organizational type, geography, and environmental focus. 

There are many reasons for current capacity gaps. Most EJ groups were founded to serve 

geographically bounded communities and, often, a singular environmental challenge or “medium” (e.g., 

air, water, soils, or climate). Working on shoestring budgets and with massive operational constraints, 

many EJ groups have focused their work over the movement’s last half century on immediate 

organizing, advocacy, and litigation activities. This focus has resulted in gaps not only in programming 

such as data and research, but also in fundamental operations such as contractual, personnel, fiduciary, 

communications, and administrative functions. Further, capacity varies across all kinds, types, and sizes 

of EJ organizations. The dominance of large national environmental organizations has also diverted 

environmental funders’ potential capacity-building resources away from local and regional EJ 

organizations. Consequently, EJ groups frequently form alliances, coalitions, and community 

development and civic partnerships to support their work. These groups supplement capacity, yet the 

exchanges are often for advocacy ends and programmatically ambiguous; they neither build 

autonomous capacities within each EJ group nor centralize shared capacity as a service across a 

coalition. 

Data capacity is one gap, though accurate and inclusive data are central to the EJ mission. Data 

and research are not current focuses of most EJ groups despite their historical reliance on methodically 

produced data and rigorous analysis. EJ leaders tend to have backgrounds in organizing, political 

activism, and legal policy more than the physical and health sciences, engineering, or statistical 

methods. Consequently, the operational and financial requirements of rigorous data collection and 

analysis are often assigned to transient junior staff. Groups in the same locations but working on 

different community development and civil rights issues face their own constraints in filling data needs 

and compete for the same funding. EJ groups, then, rely on public datasets such as the national 

EJSCREEN or local ones like CalEnviroScreen and on sympathetic academics and public agency officials 

for analysis when available. The lack of data capacity is not intentional or even acceptable for most EJ 

leaders; it is a product of resource limitations. 

The policy imperative to fill this data gap is urgent. A reliance on external parties produces gaps in 

data frequency and validity but, more profoundly, it results in a persistently low capacity among EJ 

groups and community residents to control knowledge that shapes decisions and funds for their 

communities. The recent executive orders move the goalposts, but their implementation is a work in 

progress. Reducing the data gap requires immediate advances in public data collection that need to be 
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complemented with resources for EJ groups to produce and manage data and for them to monitor the 

public sector’s data and analyses. 

Potential methods to expand EJ organizations’ data capacity exist. Philanthropy is in the unique 

position to help local EJ groups advance their missions and coordinate with federal initiatives, building 

on their past capacity-building efforts to support community development data. Institutionalizing data 

clearinghouses for more granular and locally relevant data beyond those available in the national 

EJSCREEN is one easy method with universal reach. Hiring permanent researchers, piloting project-

based data collection and analyses, compensating community scientists, and promoting a community of 

EJ data practice for EJ groups with relevant capacity are resource-intensive strategies, but they are 

likely to yield immediate fruit. EJ organizations with less capacity could benefit from training, 

mentoring, partnering, and operating funds to build a solid data foundation.  

The data capacity gap, in short, is not unfamiliar to EJ groups or deliberate, nor is filling it beyond 

the organizations’ reach. The target setting proposed in recent executive orders changes the 

conversation about the gap and the need to fill it in the short term while institutionalizing the civil-

sector capacity to contribute to it over time. Ultimately, a true transformation in EJ data involves 

equipping the movement with the functional capacity to produce and manage EJ data. Attention and 

resources must build that capacity now. 

 





The Landscape of Data Capacity in 
US Environmental Justice 
Organizations 
The US has witnessed several societal shifts in the last decade, including a racial justice reckoning due to 

mass mobilization after publicized incidences of racist law enforcement and the increased recognition 

of environmental vulnerabilities and disparities of all kinds due, in part, to the advocacy of grassroots 

environmentalists such as youth climate organizers. Race and wealth are demographic traits that have 

been monitored against numerous social and economic outcomes for decades. Today, they are also 

widely accepted as factors that shape environmental conditions and environmental health disparities.  

Two powerful waves within these tidal shifts are also converging. The first is the increased media 

attention, public rulemaking, and intentional investment in support of the people and places that have 

been underserved and overlooked in environmental policy—that is, environmental justice (EJ) 

communities.1 After decades of organizing and advocacy, the EJ movement is witnessing renewed 

federal attention: recent presidential executive orders, cabinet agency allocations, and proposed 

legislation seek to remedy current and future environmental injustices.2 The established press is also 

increasingly covering the failings in and effects of harmful planning, public infrastructure, and permitted 

private activity in low-income neighborhoods and communities of color and giving voice to EJ activists.3 

The second trend involves the advancement of data collection, quantification, and broad 

scholarship that provides the evidence base for acting on these disparities. Evidence-informed 

policymaking in this subject area goes back to the founding of the modern EJ movement and the 

establishment in the early 1990s of an EJ office in the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

consequent to a presidential executive order that first established an EJ mandate for the development 

of nationally available datasets. 

However, the interest in more geographically granular environmental monitoring for a wider pool 

of environmental issues and conditions and a wider number of scholars interested in EJ research have 

increased the demand for collecting and analyzing relevant data in the last decade. For example, a 

recent body of work traces the effects of racism on ambient temperature, water quality, housing 

conditions, flood exposure, and park access, to name a few of the rigorously measured conditions 
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(Hoffman, Shandas, and Pendleton 2020; Morello-Frosch and Jesdale 2006; Reames 2016; Rufat et al. 

2015; Wilson, Hutson, and Mujahid 2008). 

The convergence of these two trends is best signaled by Justice40,4 the White House’s commitment 

to ensuring that 40 percent of the benefits of federal investments from a range of entitlement and 

discretionary programs flows to disadvantaged communities. The Biden White House issued its 

executive order within days of the administration’s start, and preliminary guidance to relevant agencies 

was sent by July 2021.5 Implicated in these orders is an intensive consideration of both qualitative and 

quantitative data that are needed for their implementation. 

As cabinet agencies respond to the mandate, several questions arise regarding the following issues:  

1. Defining disparity, benefit, inequity, and even the fundamental cultural and spatial concept of 

community itself  

2. Operationalizing data collections and analyses in support of the definitions  

3. Capacity building among the historical, grassroots civil-sector entities known as EJ groups to 

contribute to data questions authentically and rigorously and monitor public-sector actions 

from an informed position  

Though the onus of responding to the mandate lies on federal agency officials, ideally, the local civil 

sector, including the EJ activists across the country, will be not only consumers of the analyses from 

these data but also these data’s producers, analysts, and interpreters. These groups have historically 

relied on a range of data and analyses to support their fundamental mission of remedying current and 

future environmental inequities and overall harms caused by human-induced environmental conditions. 

However, the combination of resource constraints, operational philosophies, and leadership 

background that has framed the use of these data has created a lack of data capacity, that is, an EJ data 

gap. 

EJ groups often work in similar circles as other advocacy and civil-sector entities focused on 

community development, economic development, housing, and civil justice, but with the unique lens of 

environment and environmental health. Yet, the EJ subject matter inherently requires accurate 

scientific, engineering, planning, and public health data to define problems and evaluate solutions. This 

report provides a landscape of EJ organizations regarding their current and potential capacities for data 

access, collection, analysis, interpretation, and use in their equity-driven missions. 
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The EJ Movement in Context 

Contextualizing the current data capacity of EJ organizations requires understanding how, where, and 

why they were established and whether and how they used data to enact the kinds of environmental 

actions they have championed. In fact, EJ groups’ tactics, their geographic purview, and the demands of 

their funders for presenting or monitoring data about their goals or projects have been a work in 

progress since the first days of the modern EJ movement. 

Evolution 

The Warren County, North Carolina, landfill protests of the early 1980s are often named as the start of 

the modern EJ social movement because they were the first civil rights action centered exclusively 

around an environmental hazard: the mass dumping of polychlorinated biphenyls−laced oil in a 

construction landfill in a predominantly Black and poor community.6 Though several other local 

campaigns had recently taken place related to environmental conditions, such as the antipesticide 

movement by Californian farmworkers in the 1970s, litigation against a Houston landfill in 1979, and 

the Harlem waste transfer station fight of the mid-1980s, the Warren County protests served as a 

seminal moment, spurring the first use of the term environmental racism. 

Early milestones also involved individuals who would become EJ leaders over the next decades, 

such as Benjamin Chavis of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People; Luke Cole, 

cofounder of the Center on Race, Poverty & the Environment; and scholars such as Beverly Wright and 

Robert Bullard (Bullard 1990; Bullard and Wright 1985, 1986, 1987). The involvement of social 

scientists was necessary and prescient, given that the evidence for disparate treatment by geography, 

demography, behavior, and industrial practice needed to be empirically documented. Consequently, the 

history of EJ data, analysis, and scholarship runs parallel to the history of EJ activism. 

Both histories can be loosely categorized into decades-long periods for this analysis. 

1970–90 

The seed of the EJ movement began in the 1970s and 1980s, and at the time was still very much planted 

in the grassroots civil rights groups that organized and advocated for community members at local 

levels (Bullard 1993; Taylor 2000). Relying on national environmental datasets developed after the 

environmental quality regulations established between the late 1960s and 1970s, a range of scholarly 

and governmental reports bloomed in parallel with EJ advocacy (Berry 1977; Chavis and Lee 1987; 

GAO 1983). Much of the accompanying scholarly work relied on public secondary data, 
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straightforwardly analyzed with regard to spatial proximity between residential communities of color 

and income and hazard sites to demonstrate the disparate treatment from public policy and industrial 

action. 

1990–2000 

The seed quickly produced fruit in the 1990s as dozens of new EJ groups across the country focused on 

specific racial/ethnic communities and, in most cases, singular environmental or health hazards. The 

growth of these organizations led to several regional and national gatherings, from the First National 

People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit of 19917 to the 1996 convening of the Southwest 

Network for Environmental and Economic Justice (Alston 2010).8 These events produced the 17 

Principles of Environmental Justice and the Jemez Principles for local organizing, cementing the 

fundamental structure of locally accountable, community-driven, grassroots operations for EJ groups 

for decades and in intentional contrast with the growth of national environmental groups.9 

The collective advocacy of local EJ groups also led to major advances in national policy, culminating 

in the creation of the EPA’s EJ office in 1992 and the 1994 Presidential Executive Order 12898.10 

Interest at the national policy level also spurred advances in scholarship, supplementing previous 

resources with analytical methods from econometrics, public policy analysis, and legal scholarship (Been 

1994; Cole and Foster 2000; Gauna 1995; Lavelle and Coyle 1992; Mohai and Bryant 1992; Oakes, 

Anderton, and Anderson 1996; Yandle and Burton 1996). The growing scholarly interest led to the 

University of Michigan’s Conference on Race and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards, the first of 

many academic conferences on the subject (Mohai and Bryant 1992). Secondary governmental sources 

provided most data, however. 

2000–10  

The conservative turn in national politics in the 2000s was reflected in the inability among EJ groups 

across the country to advance policy at the federal level. Many groups were hampered in their progress 

as a result of dwindling public and philanthropic resources for environmental efforts, in large part 

because grantmaking increasingly focused on larger, national environmental groups (McCarthy 2004; 

Taylor 2002). These conditions left many groups unable to expand their analytical and advocacy 

purviews despite events like the 2005 Hurricane Katrina and the public failing to respond and recover 

equitably. Consequently, new groups arose, and the movement turned to building coalitions and 

networks of EJ organizations nationally (Bullard and Johnson 2009; Mix 2011; Rios 2005). This shift 

started with the Second National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, held in 2002, 
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which included an even wider and more diverse pool of organizations than the first summit.11 Alliance 

building continued with the Environmental Justice Leadership Forum, formed in 2008.12 

Similarly, EJ scholars continued to provide local and regional analyses of both specific and 

generalized environmental hazards (Balbus and Malina 2009; Frumkin and McMichael 2008; Mohai and 

Saha 2006; Mohai, Pellow, and Roberts 2009; Morello-Frosch et al. 2009; Pastor, Sadd, and Hipp 2001). 

Data gaps still severely hindered the field, including limited if not entirely unavailable granular data on 

race and income beyond residential location; on confounding hazard exposures and social stressors; and 

on longitudinal records across the board (Evans and Kantrowitz 2002). Consequently, scholars faced a 

growing backlash regarding evidentiary rigor (Bowen and Wells 2002; Brulle and Essoka 2005; 

Foreman 2000; Schlosberg 2004).  

2010–20  

The election of Barack Obama spurred the movement into a wider range of environmental issues, as 

well as new tactics, in the 2010s. The movement began considering disparate access to environmental 

amenities (and not just differential receipt of environmental distresses), environmental channels for 

improved community development and economic opportunity (e.g., “green jobs”), and predictive 

exposures and vulnerabilities (like climate change effects), in addition to the discriminatory siting of 

pollutant sources (Anderson and Bell 2011; Bullard and Wright 2012; Gould and Lewis 2017; Martín 

2013; Martinez and Sheats 2015; Muro, Rothwell, and Saha 2011; White-Newsome et al. 2009; Wolch, 

Byrne, and Newell 2014). 

The mid-decade Flint water crisis and Superstorm Sandy brought national attention not only to the 

cause and the need for civil-sector activism but also to the continued failings of the public sector to 

address equity. Further, the administration’s failed climate legislation—due in part to the exclusion of EJ 

groups in the earlier 2009 cap-and-trade policy formation and in its public campaigning—led to new 

interest in the EJ groups themselves (Schatzki and Stavins 2009).13 A massive growth in scholarship 

began to explore the nature and structure of the groups, including inquiry into the methods of the 

groups’ organizing and advocacy (Martinez-Alier et al. 2014; Rios 2015; Stretesky et al. 2011; Stretesky, 

Huss, and Lynch 2012). Another body of work also looked at the national environmental groups’ lack of 

support for EJ groups, attributing much of this neglect to the demographic composition of its own 

leadership (Rios 2012; Taylor 2011, 2015). Many scholars explored the governance structures of EJ 

groups, looking at their democratizing potential, organizational capacity, and structural constraints 

(Huss 2013; Huss, Stretesky, and Lynch 2012; Perez et al. 2015; Rios 2011; Rios et al. 2010; Stretesky et 

al. 2011). 
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This work was in addition to the work by scholars who continued to provide the movement with its 

evidence base by employing advances in geospatial analysis tools and the emerging data sciences while 

harnessing more accurate, primary data sources collected in the physical and medical sciences, 

engineering, and planning fields (e.g., see Maantay and McLafferty 2011). Arguably the most significant 

milestone for EJ data in relation to the EJ movement came in 2015 with the first public release of 

EJSCREEN, the EPA mapping tool with layers of nationally consistent environmental quality and 

community demographic data. The tool’s development began in late 2010 with a pilot version in 2012 

and peer review in early 2014.14 A parallel effort in the State of California resulted in the release of the 

first CalEnviroScreen in 2013.15 

However, the breakthrough at the federal level regressed under the Trump administration. During 

this time, EJSCREEN atrophied and scholars had to maintain their own databases to support the EJ 

movement (Dillon et al. 2017). Though experiencing heightened national attention and increased 

advocacy influence in several states and metropolitan areas, the EJ groups suffered from this regression 

and were forced to concentrate their resources on fundamental activism and organizing (Martín 2019; 

Truong 2014). 

2020–PRESENT 

Though still in progress, the EJ movement of the 2020s has benefitted from increasing public and policy 

attention to the climate crisis, as well as to the historical legacy of the intersection of structural racism 

with environmental conditions. The political shift to the Biden administration, including the 

appointments of several EJ leaders, has opened new advocacy channels (London and Harrison 2021). 

Based on the acceptance of EJ as a critical component of national policy, demonstrated by the creation 

of the White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council, the EJ movement has come into its own on 

many counts.16 New EJ groups have grown as more established groups receive more media attention 

and policy influence, causing some flux in this dynamic civil sector. There is little to no information 

regarding the movement's organizational membership (Loong and Vasi 2020). 

New coalitions have also arisen, such as the US Climate Action Network, the Climate Justice 

Alliance, and the Environmental Justice Leadership Forum, as well as temporary networks designed to 

reconcile past differences between the EJ groups and national environmental organizations, like the 

Center for American Progress’s Equitable and Just National Climate Platform.17 Newer EJ groups such 

as the Sunrise Movement continue to grow, often with entirely different tactics (such as social media 

campaigns) and representing new constituencies (e.g., youth) when compared with more established 

organizations. 
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The EJ data, research, and scholarship world has also begun to extend itself, pushing for both 

increased rigor and accuracy to reflect the advances in the environmental sciences over the last two 

decades (Boucher et al. 2021). The EJ community has also pushed for more involvement of community 

members in data collection and analysis through efforts such as “community scientist” (commonly 

known as “citizen scientist”) training and community-based participatory design for environmental 

research based on recent experiments (Bacon et al. 2013; Cohen et al. 2016; Kaufman et al. 2017; 

Payne-Sturges et al. 2015; Wilson, Rice, and Fraser-Rahim 2011). 

Key Themes 

A few key points should be highlighted in this historical survey of the EJ movement, both because of 

their relationship to EJ scholarship and because they define the underlying capacity of EJ groups to 

undertake data-related activities. 

ENVIRONMENTAL FOCUS  

The EJ movement started as a set of civil actions tied to specific pollutant sources (or planned sources) 

and the decisionmakers associated with their siting in low-income communities or communities of color. 

These pollutant sources, including “legacy” toxin points such as Superfund sites, caused ecosystem and 

public health harms. To trace patterns across these sites for advocates’ pursuit of remedy, public data 

about the geographic distances of sites in proximity to residential neighborhoods, their pollution, and 

their health effects were analyzed in relatively straightforward multivariable regressions. 

The contemporary movement, however, has expanded across a range of environmental “media”—

that is, air, water, soil, heat, and emergency hazards (i.e., disasters) among a host of elements and 

conditions. These media’s impacts are more nuanced, more spatially complex in their distribution, and 

compounded by numerous other mediating factors such as housing, job exposures to the outdoors, 

infrastructure maintenance, and public finance. Predictive harmful environmental conditions, such as 

those from climate change’s effects, require expensive, multifaceted observation and multivariate 

analysis. Simply put, more data are needed to describe a wider pool of different environmental media 

and phenomena for more places than ever before. 

DISPARATE EFFECTS AND INJUSTICE  

The disparity outcomes of interest also increasingly extend beyond physiological health, including 

thorny areas of measurement like mental health, financial wealth and income, and civil and criminal 

legal penalty. EJ groups have increasingly understood the effect of long-running oppressions and 
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inequities and their movement’s connections to other local community development aspirations and 

global visions. Yet, the advancing theoretical base regarding equity and its accounting of historical, 

often intergenerational, effects (as opposed to current equality of access or “fairness”) require the 

groups to be more comprehensive than before about the social problems they are witnessing. 

Advancing the theoretical base also further complicates the evidentiary methods and burden of proof. 

For this evolving understanding of justice, EJ data challenges have become more wicked, not less. 

Consequently, capacity gaps are increasing, not decreasing, with the groups’ policy sophistication, even 

though their industry counterparts often invest heavily in data collection and review. 

JURISDICTION  

Most EJ groups’ original, informally defined territories tended to focus on a specific neighborhood or 

place, often within a much larger geography in which harm played out. Organizations focused on 

statewide or regional efforts and those focused on specific populations regardless of their location in 

the country, such as ethnic groups, grew in the last two decades. These groups have been at the 

forefront of regional and national policymaking and pushing for nationally available public datasets. The 

data and evidentiary needs of these groups have subsequently gotten more costly, and they are often 

more complex than simply scaling, given that certain populations have different, place-specific histories 

and vulnerabilities. In all cases, data gaps are proportionally as wide with these larger-purview (and 

often more funded) organizations as they are with local groups. 

FUNDERS  

Most EJ groups have relied on shoestring budgets for decades, often because the dominant 

environmental funders tended to exclusively support the large environmental organizations, many of 

which have had ongoing data collection and research functions. Federal grants from agencies like the 

EPA were also sparse, modest, and highly competitive. Local community foundations and private 

donations made up the budgetary gaps. With national philanthropy’s modest pivot about two decades 

ago to support local EJ groups and a more intentional focus on organizations led by people of color, 

there has been some loosening of the purse strings. Some donors are also investing in leadership 

development for established EJ champions. In most cases, however, organizational funding still goes to 

specific advocacy projects and community educational campaigns given the still-limited pot. Funding for 

data collection and research is rare, as are general operating funds that could indirectly free up 

resources for these activities. 
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STRATEGY  

EJ groups now have a long and well-documented history of community organizing, direct action, and 

advocacy influence. In some regions of the country, EJ groups have become powerful lobbying outfits 

and have successfully entered political campaigning for allies and birddogging of foes. The quality of 

evidence, though its use has always been an integral component of the EJ movement, is mixed. More 

importantly, however, has been the groups’ increasing reliance on external parties—namely, 

sympathetic academics and governmental agency officials—rather than their own data and research 

capacity as a strategic operational decision on their part. 

In sum, the EJ movement has seen tremendous operational growth and evolution over the last half 

century, resulting in credibility across hundreds of local communities and a national policy standing that 

punches well beyond the movement’s collective weight. This magnitude of a social movement requires a 

commensurate information and knowledge arm. Yet, for multiple reasons related to its philosophical 

structure, resources, and operations, the movement relies on other muscle. 

The Contemporary EJ Movement 

The contemporary EJ movement is a product of its own tenacious progress as much as its political 

context. The confluence of these trends since the 1970s has resulted in a wide variation in mission 

objectives and functional strengths across the range of local and national groups regardless of size and 

focus. Including this variety, several patterns can be detected in their incorporated structure, 

philosophical strategies, chosen streams of work, and essential organizational functions. The purpose of 

this section is to identify dominant philosophical, organizational, and operational capacity areas to 

assess the potential for growing capacity regarding data collection and management. 

Principles 

One dominant reason for the deliberately democratic and decentralized nature of the movement as a 

whole is its founding mission, best embodied in the principles established in the first summits in the 

1990s and affirmed periodically and enthusiastically since. The 17 Principles of Environmental Justice, 

for example, establish inclusive processes for discussion and decisionmaking as much as they affirm 

environmental equity as their goal. For example, the consensus principles developed at the People of 

Color Environmental Leadership Summit18 
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 demand “that public policy be based on mutual respect and justice for all peoples, free from any 

form of discrimination or bias” (Principle 2); 

 affirm “the fundamental right to political, economic, cultural and environmental self-

determination of all peoples” (Principle 5); and 

 demand “the right to participate as equal partners at every level of decision-making, including 

needs assessment, planning, implementation, enforcement and evaluation” (Principle 7). 

Likewise, the Jemez Principles for Democratic Organizing laid forth clear tenets for EJ groups’ 

activities.19 As critical as the EJ movement’s goals are the requirements that it 

 “must work to build that kind of inclusiveness into our own movement” in order to build 

“alternative institutions, movement building, and not compromising out” (Principle 1); 

 “reach out into new constituencies, and to reach within all levels of leadership and membership 

base of the organizations that are already involved in our networks” (Principle 2); 

 “represent and be responsible to the affected constituencies” (Principle 3); 

 “act in solidarity, mutuality and support of each other’s work” (Principle 4); 

 “determine the ways for those with different skills to coordinate and be accountable to one 

another” (Principle 5); and 

 “change from operating on the mode of individualism to community-centeredness” (Principle 6). 

The process of inclusive, grassroots democracy is central to the EJ movement objective. Though this 

inclusivity is not at odds with rigorous data collection and research, it does call into question the 

practices of an empiricism that denies local indigenous knowledge and affirms external experts and 

“expertise”; the research community has a history of extraction of information, time, and resources from 

marginalized populations (and, in numerous cases, direct harm to them), and unequal institutional 

treatment is allotted to scholars versus community organizers and, even more disproportionately, 

community residents.  

In all cases, the fundamental principles to which all EJ groups adhere focus their attention on the 

local connection and deliberately modest resource base, assuming they seek to be acknowledged by 

their peers and permitted to participate in coalitions and networks. 
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Movement Structure 

Consequently, the form of the collective EJ movement, if it can be described comprehensively, is one of 

ambiguous functional borders and open mission landscapes when compared with other segments of the 

civil sector, particularly the national environmental policy organizations. This ambiguity is intentional. 

Several locally based organizations often serve as advocates for their peers, but there is no one 

champion, clearinghouse, or central organization to lead the movement. 

GRASSROOTS 

All EJ groups have a historical grounding in a geographically defined community, place, or 

neighborhood. In a few cases, they have grown to explicitly represent a region, a demographic 

population, or an environmental medium. In many cases, groups have become implicit representatives 

or even leaders of one of these categories simply because of their success within their own 

constituencies. In all cases, however, the connection to grassroots activism and local community 

accountability runs strong in the movement. 

COALITIONS 

As regional, state, and national policy often requires shared voices, many organizations have created 

entities to share resources, develop common policy platforms, and leverage each other’s policymaker 

contacts. The summits of the 1990s served as early meeting grounds for these groups. Governmental 

advisory groups, such as the EPA’s National Environmental Justice Advisory Council, which dates to 

1993, have also served as a convening ground for these coalitions but without advocacy and policy 

authority.  

However, most of the formal organizations were instituted after individual organizations had 

achieved their first successes. The first geographic national coalitions (like the Environmental Justice 

Leadership Forum) and subnational coalitions (like the California Environmental Justice Alliance and 

New York City Environmental Justice Alliance) tended to be established in the early 2000s. Subject 

matter−specific coalitions, such as the Climate Justice Alliance or the US Climate Action Network, 

tended to come a decade later as other geographic coalitions, such as the Midwest Environmental 

Justice Network, were formed. EJ scholarly networks also formed at this time, including the Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities’ Climate Change Consortium.  

All these coalitions and networks embrace the same mission and process principles as the individual 

EJ groups, though, in a few cases, they have been able to access additional resources for advocacy 

purposes while relying on their member groups to be the ears to their respective constituencies. Several 
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of these groups have had project-based partnerships with academic research organizations for specific 

campaigns. However, because of their stated purpose to serve as conveners of local groups and 

conduits to regional, state, or national policymakers, they have tended to refrain from any data or 

research activity.  

FUNDERS 

Since the earliest project-based funding came from the EPA in the 1990s, few other resources have 

been available from public program or research coffers.20 The EPA EJ office’s grants also tend to be 

small in value, time limited, and project focused. To access these grants, EJ groups must present an 

evidence base regarding the environmental challenges and demographic composition of the 

communities they seek to serve. In most cases, the groups rely on EJSCREEN and similar data sources to 

make their case. They rarely propose data collection and research activities for their grants, though 

these are explicitly eligible and encouraged activities. 

A handful, but growing number, of larger philanthropic foundations, including the Kresge 

Foundation, Surdna Foundation, JPB Foundation, and Emerson Collective, have supported EJ groups in 

the last two decades. The focus of this funding is typically project-based community education or public 

education campaigns, though, in a few cases, leadership and general operating funds have been 

supported. Kresge has also funded efforts to “strengthen the evidence base” in this area, though the 

resulting grants tended to go to researchers focused on specific questions and not to evidentiary 

capacity building within EJ groups. Recent awards by the Bezos Earth Fund to EJ groups as part of its 

second round of grants suggest an increasing philanthropic interest. 

Funder networks and intermediaries have expanded in the last decade to support these efforts, 

often with a specific project (e.g., energy or climate justice) or strategy (e.g., organizations led by or 

fellowships intended for Black or Indigenous people or people of color or partnerships with 

technological innovation start-ups). Included in this group are the Funders Network’s Green, 

Renewable, Efficient, Equitable, Now (GREEN) program; the Climate Justice Resilience Fund; the 

Environmental Grantmakers Association’s Environmental Fellows Program; The Solutions Project; and 

the Donors of Color Network. Again, few of these civil-sector funding streams have directly funded data 

collection and research capacity building among their grantees, though some data and analysis projects 

were involved in their program grants. 
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PARTNERSHIPS 

Partnerships have been a long-standing strategy to sustain the localized structure of most EJ groups, 

and they have taken many forms. Partnerships with national environmental organizations have often 

resulted in additional resources for community organizing as well as litigation and legislation services. 

Nonetheless, many EJ groups have reported challenges within these relationships in the past regarding 

EJ groups’ ultimate level of engagement and compensation, their sense of being a vehicle for the larger 

groups’ ends, and concerns around having their networks and knowledge extracted.  

Affiliations with other local civil rights and subject-focused nonprofit groups such as housing 

advocates, workforce organizations, culture and arts leaders, and community development entities 

have helped push local policy change, served to triangulate local community members’ needs, and 

promoted alliances for long-term civil-sector solidarity. Partnerships between local groups have not 

always been possible; in some cases, community development organizations, such as Catalyst Miami 

and the Partnership for Southern Equity, have created their own EJ programs because there were no 

clear organizational candidates with which to partner locally.  

Regarding data and research, however, the range of partnerships is highly dependent on the local 

intellectual and scholarly capital. For example, established EJ scholarly centers have served as frequent 

partners to local EJ groups in their regions. These partners include the Center for the Urban 

Environment at Thomas Edison State University, University of Southern California’s Program for 

Environmental and Regional Equity (now the Equity Research Institute), the independent New Orleans-

based Deep South Center for Environmental Justice, the University of Massachusetts Amherst’s 

Political Economy Research Institute, and the now defunct Environmental Justice Resource Center at 

Clark Atlanta University. Past partnerships were supported by the EPA's College/Underserved 

Community Partnership Program grants.21 

These centers’ numbers continue to grow and now include subject-focused centers such as the 

Sustainability and Health Equity Lab at the University of California, Berkeley; the University of 

Michigan’s Urban Energy Justice Lab; and the University of Maryland’s Community Engagement, 

Environmental Justice, and Health Laboratory. The capacity of most scholarly centers to assist 

individual EJ groups, however, depends on funding and staff availability, both of which surface only 

when the partnerships align with funder priorities. This alignment tends to happen only for specific 

projects, and not for the intention of building the EJ groups’ internal data and research capacities. 

Several civil rights organizations and policy think tanks, such as the Urban Institute, the Joint 

Center for Political and Economic Studies, the Thurgood Marshall Institute of the National Association 



 1 4  T H E  L A N D S C A P E  O F  D A T A  C A P A C I T Y  I N  U S  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  
 

for the Advancement of Colored People’s Legal Defense and Educational Fund, and the Center for 

American Progress, have also produced occasional reports related to EJ. These reports are rarely in 

direct service to EJ groups or for the ends of increasing their data and research skills. Small research 

nonprofits, such as the Center for Environmental Health, have also been tapped by EJ groups. A smaller 

pool of national community development intermediaries and technical assistance providers, including 

PolicyLink, Greenlining Institute, Innovation Network for Communities, the Urban Sustainability 

Directors Network, the Movement Strategy Center, and the Institute for Sustainable Communities, also 

offers analytical services. These services tend to be limited to literature reviews and syntheses of public 

and academic reports for funder audiences.  

Organizational Capacity 

The movement’s philosophical structure and historical access to resources have resulted in a range of 

capacity levels. Capacity, however, can be categorized and assessed based on a wide range of measures. 

With no up-to-date survey or statistical database that qualifies EJ groups independently, the following 

descriptions are based on qualitative reviews of EJ groups’ published materials and websites. The 

groups were identified as members of or participants in the coalitions known to the author. 

These functions are described in two groupings. The first is the mission-driven services, programs, 

and offerings that the groups provide for or on behalf of their constituents, labeled here as “external-

facing capacity.” The second grouping, labeled as “internal operations,” is the internal administration 

and management capacity of the organizations. A tally of organizations was derived from several 

sources to include as many organizations as possible.22 

EXTERNAL-FACING CAPACITY 

This review sought to describe the services, offerings, and general civil activities of most EJ groups 

separate from the data and research activities presented below in the Data Potential section, 

particularly as they relate to broader community development activities in the regions. From the most 

common area of capacity to the least, these activities and services are as follows:  

 Most, if not all, of the EJ groups identified conduct some form of community organizing and 

mobilization. However, the definition of EJ organizations that is commonly accepted and that 

guided this study implies a selection bias given that grassroots connections and constituencies 

are part of their work. Regardless, this type of community activity typically occurs in relation to 

a known environmental hazard, both reactively and preemptively. All the organizations 
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reviewed, even those with only one staff member, had dedicated community outreach, 

coordination, organizing, or mobilizing staff. These activities occasionally involve tracking 

community health concerns, starting anecdotally and often resulting in more rigorous 

monitoring. 

 Many groups also conduct education and awareness campaigns, typically of residents within 

their local community but also within their wider geographic region (such as a rural county or 

metropolitan area). These activities involve in-person discussions and training, the 

dissemination of flyers and similar materials, and increasingly, social media networking. A few 

organizations promoted national speaking opportunities, such as academic and media 

conferences or other speaker circuits. These speaker engagements are conducted by the 

leaders and staff of only one to two dozen EJ organizations, but they are well publicized and 

have helped bring resources along with spreading their advocacy messages. Secondary data and 

research are typically used for these campaigns, though they also occasionally present 

opportunities for primary data collection, such as polling or surveying residents while informing 

them of a perceived hazard. 

 Many EJ organizations of all sizes and across the country focus on public-sector program rules 

and regulations as a central activity. The activities under this category include providing 

comments when federal, state, or local government agencies issue requests for information 

about or consideration of proposed program rules; issuing statements about their constituents’ 

challenges with program access or regulatory effects; and moderating or representing 

communities in planning, infrastructure, and development hearings by public and quasi-public 

agencies. Much of this work is conducted as general operations and is typically not funded by 

either public or philanthropic organizations. In addition to leaving the local organizations in the 

often-challenging position of having to coordinate input among their stakeholders while 

negotiating with sponsoring agencies, this work leaves little room in time and resources for data 

gathering or analysis. EJ groups rely on coalitions or research partners in these cases or on the 

power of their constituents’ anecdotes and their own critical logic. 

 As a result of the environmental hazards witnessed, many EJ groups also engage extensively in 

litigation, either providing legal services or contracting counsel to assist in finding remedy from 

poor industrial or public-sector actors. Lacking internal litigation counsel, several EJ 

organizations have resorted to partnering with national environmental organizations and legal 

aid groups. However, a few EJ organizations were founded by attorneys for this very purpose. 
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Organizations offering this service tend to rely on professional or academic researchers for 

data and analysis to produce evidence that stands up in court. 

 More sophisticated and resourced EJ groups have produced popular media campaigns, 

typically through social media, to promote general awareness about a singular environmental 

issue or for the broader aggregation of environmental injustices that their constituencies 

suffer. The elevation of environmental reporters, including those conducting nascent 

journalism exclusively focused on EJ, in the last five years has provided opportunities for 

earned media as well as expanding the capacity of many of the groups for pitching stories, 

providing quotes, and managing other sophisticated communications. Messaging relies on 

secondary data and partners’ analyses. There is no available information regarding the use of 

media output or outcome data. 

 Though most EJ groups conduct extensive advocacy as part of their community organizing, few 

participate directly in legislative drafting and lobbying, often due to restrictions in their 

organizational status as 501(c)(3)s. A handful of groups have governmental affairs or policy 

staff that provide policymaker education as well as legislative comment, but most EJ groups 

rely on their coalitions (which often have policy analysts or retain lobbyists). These individuals, 

in turn, rely on partnerships and, occasionally, their own analysis of secondary data. 

 Programming and community development activities are also less frequently found among EJ 

groups despite the significant attention from high-profile programs in the last decade and 

complementary groups that operate programs with support or referral from EJ groups, such as 

workforce training groups and environmental job programs. Examples of the more common of 

these activities include green job training programs, local green business incubators in 

underserved communities, urban farms and healthy food access programs, and environmental 

quality monitoring. A handful of EJ groups also maintain community training programs for 

places beyond their own territories, essentially capitalizing on their own community organizing 

capacity. These efforts typically rely on local employment and business market data and 

reports, though, again, few are run directly by EJ groups themselves. 

 Likewise, a handful of EJ groups include leadership development services, taking the form of 

local leadership or organizer mentoring, scholarships, and civic engagement training. Groups 

whose constituencies are explicitly youth or that maintain youth outreach and organizing 

efforts tended to include these offerings more than others. Established EJ groups’ leaders rely 

externally on funder leader-development programs or local community development coalition 
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opportunities to develop their own leadership. No data are used or exist regarding the state of 

EJ leadership or the outcomes of these programs. 

 Finally, few if any EJ groups are directly involved in political campaigns for individual 

candidates or for public propositions in their formal organizational purviews. Individuals in the 

organizations may support candidates, but there appear to be no clear operations for politics. 

In sum, the majority of EJ groups stay true to their grassroots operational philosophies and 

overwhelmingly focus on organizing and listening to their constituents’ needs and, as appropriate, rely 

on advocacy, education, and litigation to address those needs. Though internal data capacity could assist 

in these service capacities in qualitatively critical ways, EJ groups tend to rely on other sources of 

information and analysis to enable these central functions. 

INTERNAL OPERATIONS 

In addition to considering what EJ groups do for their communities, this study reviewed what sorts of 

operational abilities they maintain in their organizations. These characteristics could determine 

whether an EJ group has fundamental constraints for conducting any community service or activity, as 

well as explain whether capacities like data analysis and research are possible. Several indicators of 

internal operational capacity are considered. 

 Every EJ organization has a leader, such as an executive director, chief executive officer, or 

similarly titled executive. In a handful of cases, a peer council or coalition of individuals was 

depicted as equal leaders. Current leaders almost invariably come from two educational and 

employment backgrounds: community organizing and legal counsel. There are signs that 

individuals trained in the environmental sciences, planning, engineering, or related professions 

are beginning to occupy leadership positions among the newer EJ groups. However, no social 

scientists or data analysts were detected among the organizations reviewed. Though several EJ 

leaders reported wanting to expand their data and research capacities, many of them would be 

challenged to oversee those capacities or recruit and hire appropriately trained staff. 

 The formal tax incorporation of an organization as a 501(c)(3) or other form of nonprofit or 

related civil-sector entity is a clear sign of fundamental operational capacity. The few surveys of 

EJ groups’ organizational statuses that have been conducted to date suggest that a majority of 

them have been incorporated, potentially up to 75 percent, though the surveys suffered from 

clear selection bias (Loong and Vasi 2020; Rios 2011). With a minimum of one-quarter of these 

organizations not having this capacity, basic operational concerns clearly persist. 
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 Consequently, several entities relied on third-party groups, agents, or intermediaries to 

manage their fiduciary functions in the form of grant acceptance and management; their 

contractual and organizational legal reviews; personnel, employment, and human resources 

oversight; and their budgetary accounting and financial management. In some cases, local 

foundations, pro bono attorneys, and peer organizations within the local community 

development contexts provide this assistance. These capacities varied across the groups, but, 

collectively, the number of groups relying on external entities to perform these functions was 

even larger than the number of groups that remained formally unincorporated. Consequently, 

even the organizations that have some level of establishment and institutionalization suffer 

from the occasional gap in administrative capacity. 

 Only a handful of the larger and more experienced EJ groups maintain a discrete fundraising or 

development function. Several relied on their executive director or other senior leader to 

conduct this function. In other organizations, these staff were often the most familiar with 

secondary data and reports given their grant-writing roles. The lack of this capacity constrained 

even an awareness of the data capacity gap for several groups. 

 Communications and media staff and functions were detectable in approximately one-third of 

the groups reviewed. In several cases, however, the communications functions were managed 

by junior staff, interns, or other potentially transient employees. By far, the primary media 

activities included social media messaging. Very few organizations had distinct public affairs 

and press capacities. 

 Those organizations focused on public rules and regulations often had explicit policy staff 

whose work involved wearing many hats, such as research functions, in addition to public 

advocacy and policy analysis. This research function, however, often fell on the staff of EJ 

coalitions, particularly in relation to federal and state policy issues. In a few cases, the function 

was supported by public agencies, especially by municipal or county governments needing local 

support or seeking to coordinate with local civil society. 

 Groups that managed programs mostly had explicit program management staff and functions. 

Though that capacity might appear obvious, several organizations had no clearly accountable 

and trained individuals, processes, or institutional bandwidth to run their programs. This lack of 

program management capacity may be the cause for the partnerships witnessed as dominating 

the EJ groups’ program and community development offerings. 

 Only a few of the more sophisticated EJ groups, including the coalitions, also had explicit 

information technology and related facility services capacities. In many cases, organizations 
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relied on their leaders’ public email accounts and open social media channels to disseminate 

information. Though less critical for civil-sector groups, this capacity gap is particularly 

noticeable for groups that may rely on data or analysis for their other operations or their 

mission, such as EJ groups. Without a robust ability to digitally collect and securely maintain 

data that are typically provided through information technology services and without 

telecommunications and physical workspaces from which to conduct interviews and focus 

groups, data capacity is immediately impaired. 

THE DATA POTENTIAL 

For the EJ movement’s mission, data matter. The burden of proof of environmental injustice has 

invariably been on its victims and their advocates. The collection of accurate and valid data and their 

rigorous analysis via sound and subject-relevant methods are both critical components of the EJ 

mission. Despite this centrality, most EJ groups have limited data collection, analysis, interpretation, 

and dissemination capacities. This data gap is reflected not only in EJ groups’ operational structures but 

in the activities they conduct in relation to research and evidence for their mission. 

The gap was identified in the movement’s history after it had formalized through both public 

mandate and the establishment of coalitions and after the rigor of its data collection and research basis 

were critiqued—that is, in the late 2000s. One comprehensive survey of the state of EJ data and 

research in 2009 noted the massive gaps in research capacity and needs even before the range of 

climate change−related hazards and their associated injustices had been identified. As Mohai, Pellow, 

and Roberts (2009) succinctly noted, research capacity was an ongoing critical need: “Research is 

needed to tie racial disparities in environmental burdens to racial disparities in health. The same is true 

of economic inequalities.” These challenges persist.23 Despite the advances in community-based data 

collection, transparency in public data access, and EJ scholarship and increasing numbers of university-

affiliated EJ scholars, the groups continue to show and express a need to fill the data gap. 

Key components of the data and research enterprise demonstrate the data gap’s consistent and 

comprehensive presence across EJ organizational types. 

 General research infrastructure. This study’s review of active EJ organizations and coalitions 

suggests that few, if any, maintain detectable components of a basic research infrastructure, 

such as a research staff, research advisers, internally maintained primary datasets, or explicit 

data collection procedures among several internal data capacity measures. This lack of research 

infrastructure was notable in groups across the country, of different sizes, and focusing on 

different environmental and social issues. For example, only one organization was identified as 
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having three dedicated research staff members, and the number of organizations with one 

explicit research staff person was in the single digits. In these cases, the researchers tended to 

be junior staff. All had college degrees, but only two had postgraduate study. Another small 

group of organizations had staff with research as one of the many hats they wore (typically with 

policy or development functions).  

 Primary data collection. Only two organizations reported collecting primary data from and for 

their constituents, often with other collaborators such as academic scholars or national 

research entities. Several groups were involved with national data collection efforts or were the 

working arm for local and national research projects. Among this small group, however, the 

level of rigor was strong regarding data quality, construct validity, and human subject 

protections for both qualitative and quantitative data. These specific groups relied less on 

community or citizen scientists than on their own staff, though they appear to perform their 

data collection activities transparently and in coordination with residents and other civil 

groups. No EJ groups that produced substantive research used community scientists for data 

collection, community organizing, or public awareness ends.  

 Secondary data usage. Several more organizations demonstrated the use of secondary data, 

typically by directly repeating national aggregate sources such as the decennial Census, the 

American Community Survey, or data from EJSCREEN. Several groups cited local university 

reports as well as state or municipal governmental data, along with other community 

organizations’ independent data. 

 Analytics. The depth and range of statistical and qualitative methods and external and internal 

validity checks were not detectable either in organizational documents or research reports. For 

most of the published research reports disseminated both by groups that collected primary 

data and those relying exclusively on secondary data, the level of evidentiary rigor beyond 

observations or correlation was weak or middling. 

 Interpretation and communication. In contrast with the traditional purported neutrality of the 

research enterprise, the data or research findings presented by EJ groups in published research 

reports were primarily described in support of an advocacy position or educational campaign. 

Further, although several reports acknowledged input from other EJ groups, local peer 

organizations, and residents, none had undergone peer researcher review. Consequently, some 

audiences would question the credibility of the research. Finally, fewer than 20 of the 

organizations had a public medium for disseminating their research (typically, a distinct web 



T H E  L A N D S C A P E  O F  D A T A  C A P A C I T Y  I N  U S  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  2 1   
 

page on their organization’s site), and less than half of those had a mechanism for 

communicating their publication and release (e.g., listservs and press releases).  

 Partnerships. As noted above, universities, think tanks, and the large national environmental 

groups often partner with local EJ groups for the former’s research ends. In a few cases, the EJ 

groups were involved in the design and implementation of the research. When an EJ group 

incited and supported research that resulted in third-party arrangements, either pro bono 

academic researchers or paid consultants conducted the work. 

 Data uses. The vast majority of research and data uses were for policy advocacy, typically in the 

form of educational materials intended for funders or elected officials. In the few cases of EJ 

groups’ hiring or partnering with third-party researchers, the data collection and analysis were 

conducted to document an environmental hazard and to detect a causal link to a specific source.  

Filling the Data Gap 

This review focuses on EJ organizations’ data capacity not merely for scholarly inquiry, nor even for 

civil-sector objectives. It is, in fact, a policy imperative. The growth of direct public support of the EJ 

movement’s objectives and the increasing need for valid data and rigorous research to design EJ 

interventions open a window of opportunity that requires attention, resources, and coordination. EJ 

organizations need the capacity for the movement to seize the data moment. 

Policy Context 

The national trends described at the beginning of this report speak to this unique moment in the history 

of US civil society. The occasion is best encapsulated in the Justice40 Initiative, the government-wide 

commitment laid out in the January 27, 2021, Presidential Executive Order 14008 to (1) deliver 40 

percent of the benefits of federal investments to disadvantaged communities, (2) track performance 

toward that goal through the establishment of an Environmental Justice Scorecard, and (3) develop a 

Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool building off the long-running EJSCREEN.24 Similar 

proportional accounting to EJ had already been adopted in California and New York dating back to 

2012.25 

The White House issued preliminary guidance to agencies on their Justice40 implementation in July 

2021.26 The guidance provides an important framework, but it leaves much room to individual federal 

agencies for defining disparity, benefit, inequity, and even the fundamental cultural and spatial concept of 
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community itself in a data-driven method that maximizes the proposed 40 percent. The guidance also 

leaves open how the agencies will operationalize current data collections and analyses about disparate 

environmental treatment and outcomes using these spatial definitions or how they might create new 

research functions to provide these rigorously and transparently. Links to community development 

goals beyond environmental protections such as employment opportunities and leveraged cobenefits 

are recommended, though these are more aspirational than prescriptive. 

More to the point of this review, the guidance also requires that agencies consult with community 

stakeholders in their implementation of definitions and measures. It also states that agencies should 

“conduct outreach and support technical assistance and capacity building to help potential applicants 

access, manage, and report on results of funding.” As such, the order and guidance provide significant 

opportunity to fill the capacity-building needs among the historical, grassroots, civil-sector EJ groups to 

contribute to data questions authentically and rigorously; to monitor the governmental and academic 

activities that are developing around them; and to uphold their equity-driven missions by democratizing 

data access, collection, analysis, interpretation, and use. 

This same strategy embodies the overarching strategy of the White House Environmental Justice 

Advisory Council. The coalition assembled by the current administration under Presidential Executive 

Order 14008 stresses how “transformative investments must be made in capacity building, technical 

assistance, and consultation” as a fundamental approach for federal EJ efforts.27 Charged with advising 

on the creation of the Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool to supplement EJSCREEN and a 

scorecard to assess federal agencies’ implementation of the executive order’s charges, the White House 

Environmental Justice Advisory Council has created working groups to continue the group’s detailed 

recommendations. However, the group repeatedly notes the lack of national, consistent, and granular 

data across a range of environmental media and environmental health conditions, even suggesting the 

engagement of private tech companies to leverage their data sources and tools (White House 

Environmental Justice Advisory Council 2021). 

Further, and like the data implications of the EJ principles, the White House Environmental Justice 

Advisory Council also proposes the integration of “local-level data and community knowledge” within 

the federal EJ data enterprise, recommending that federal agencies “encourage and solicit community-

based science and Tribal ecological knowledge, and provide communities of color, Tribal and Indigenous 

communities, low-income communities, and people with disabilities the opportunity for meaningful 

participation on the development and design of research” (White House Environmental Justice 

Advisory Council 2021, 66, 87). However, descriptions of operational and practical strategies are 

omitted.  
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Less noted than the other presidential executive orders that were released in the first weeks of the 

Biden administration was a memorandum on modernizing regulatory review.28 Released on January 20, 

2021, the day before the EJ orders, the memorandum calls for the Office of Management and Budget to 

“provide concrete suggestions on how the regulatory review process can promote public health and 

safety, economic growth, social welfare, racial justice, environmental stewardship, human dignity, 

equity, and the interests of future generations.”29 One focus of reform, and the only one to be noted 

specifically in the memorandum, is on procedures that “take into account the distributional 

consequences of regulations, including as part of any quantitative or qualitative analysis of the costs and 

benefits of regulations, to ensure that regulatory initiatives appropriately benefit and do not 

inappropriately burden disadvantaged, vulnerable, or marginalized communities.”  

Combined with the other recent orders on EJ and racial equity, the assignments to the Office of 

Management and Budget present a new direction in federal decisionmaking that effectively reforms the 

status quo emphasis on property to an emphasis on people. Further, this movement goes well beyond 

the obvious regulatory reviews and adoptions because it is the rule for defining costs and assigning 

benefits that will inform all manner of projects and federal interventions, including most other planning; 

property acquisition and conversion; design; construction; and maintenance of facilities, public works, 

buildings, greenways, and wetlands. With the new White House committees and interagency working 

groups currently defining and operationalizing the qualification and quantification of communities, their 

environmental conditions, and the interventions and investments meant to provide the communities 

with some modicum of justice, involving the groups that have historically been embedded in and 

advocated for these communities in these efforts is essential. In fact, this involvement is embodied in 

the movement’s principles. 

Recommendations 

Financial, knowledge, and strategic resources must be provided for the policy goals to be realized 

coherently and effectively. Barring additional public funding for general operations in EJ organizations, 

these resources must come from civil-sector sources, such as philanthropy. Combined with the growing 

data collection and methodological rigor in the scholarly community, the standards and framework from 

which to assess and build capacity exist. The methods to harness them should (1) meet EJ groups where 

they are regarding data and research skills; (2) ensure that data-related activities complement existing 

functions and do no harm to either the organizations’ current efforts or their community standing; and 

(3) build off the knowledge base that exists, including national datasets and grant programs. The three 

general approaches outlined below are recommended. 
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BUILD THE NATIONAL DATA INFRASTRUCTURE 

Given the expansion of EJSCREEN, philanthropy could support the development of supplemental 

datasets for integration through a competitive grant process among accredited scholars but with the 

clear involvement of EJ organizations as a requirement. EJ coalitions and networks would be ideal 

partners given the diversity of their members’ geographies and environmental focuses. Coalition-based 

research partnerships could also be highly educational for member organizations with limited data 

capacity. However, these partnerships should be thorough and enduring, starting with subject 

identification and problem design and going through public access and user experience testing. 

Support for a pipeline of EJ-focused scholars to be embedded in EJ organizations would also build 

the underlying infrastructure. Fellowships could be modelled after similar fellowships at the National 

Science Foundation, National Academy of Sciences, and National Institutes of Health, as well as the 

Environmental Grantmakers Association’s Fellows Program, the Fulcrum Fellowships from the Lincoln 

Institute of Land Policy's Center for Community Investment, and the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation's Health Policy Fellows, but with a requirement to work within EJ groups after degree 

completion or for a specific time frame during professional careers (e.g., sabbaticals). 

Philanthropy could also support specific project-based data or research partnerships between 

scholars and EJ groups on specific subject areas for which there are data gaps, such as those noted by 

the White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council and credible surveys. Because this effort is 

less likely to result in sustained data capacity within the EJ organizations themselves, however, it should 

be a lower priority. 

SHOWCASE EJ GROUPS WITH EXISTING DATA CAPACITY 

EJ groups with some research experience, especially with primary data collection, are ready 

opportunities for piloting data capacity strategies given their familiarity with research methods, 

acceptance of contemporary research frameworks, demonstrated ability to logistically deliver and 

manage data, and friendly reception to researchers.  

The EJ groups would be allotted sufficient resources to hire permanent data and research staff 

(paid at the going rate for equivalent industry and public-sector expertise); adequately compensate 

community scientists; conduct a one- to two-year, rigorous data collection project; provide data and 

related resources to other local community development groups; and define a long-term data collection 

and analysis agenda with the goal of integrating their products in the above national datasets. These 

organizations could be handpicked to ensure geographic, racial, and environmental diversity. 
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A parallel selection process could result in a scholarly committee composed of EJ scholars and 

coalition leaders, with members partnered with each EJ group as mentors and facilitators. 

The committee would also serve as a preliminary sounding board for group projects, aided by an 

external board for peer review of team projects and evaluation of the overall effort. The peer reviewers 

should represent methodological experts, governmental data and research officials, other EJ-

supporting philanthropic officers, and nationally respected EJ leaders. 

The overall effort’s process and products should be well documented, with the EJ groups’ 

challenges, enablers, and progress serving as lessons for other EJ groups, scholars, and funders. Ongoing 

media transparency and formal evaluations can support this public good. 

SUPPORT EJ GROUPS WITH EARLY DATA CAPACITY 

Finally, the bulk of the EJ movement’s members that have had neither the resources to embark on data 

and research activities nor the bandwidth to consider them would benefit from elementary training and 

exposure to their peer groups, from exposure to EJ scholars in their regions or subject areas, and from 

modest resources for identifying their preliminary data needs and planning for how to fill them. 

A series of in-person or online trainings on how, when, and why to use data and research for EJ 

advocacy and programming could help lift all boats. The discussions should be based on a clear and peer-

reviewed curriculum. Attendance should be modestly compensated, and there should be some eligibility 

filtering to ensure the soil for these seeds’ growth is fertile. The training must provide lessons on 

engaging in community science and fostering community scientists and on all the ethical and 

methodological considerations for doing so—but the classroom should also be fun, collaborative, and 

motivating. 

Introductions to local researchers from academic, public-sector, and related institutions would also 

be helpful for spurring data ideas and developing long-term relationships. Modest funds could be 

provided to both researchers and EJ staff to participate in facilitated introductory conversations with 

specific follow-up requirements such as project proposals, data needs assessments, and landscapes of 

local EJ and research resources. 

Additional resources could be made available to those partnerships with concrete project ideas, in 

which the research partner makes a long-term commitment to the EJ group, and from which the EJ 

group must receive the disproportionate benefit. This structure is intended to break the cycle of 

scholarly prioritization and extraction.  
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Consequently, a final set of resources dedicated to general operating funds could be provided to the 

EJ organizations that also commit to expanding their organizational bandwidth for taking on new data 

and research functions. These organizations would be charged with continuing their data and research 

explorations with their institutional partners but would also be matched with the higher-capacity 

organizations for mentorship (with both organizations being compensated for their discussions, 

provided adequate reporting and progress are made by the “mentee” organization). 

In sum, data and research capacities are desired and needed by all manner of EJ groups. A long-

standing lack of resources and motivation has prevented EJ groups from pursuing these activities given 

other priorities and policymakers’ apathy. Those conditions no longer hold. The moment to fill the EJ 

data gap is now. 
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