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Introduction 

What is Environmental Justice?  

Environmental Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national 

origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations 

and policies.

The 17 Principles of Environmental Justice are often the guide for how to practice and implement environmental justice, 

while centering communities and honoring the earth and its people.   

 

The first National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit held on October 24-27, 1991, in Washington DC, 

expanded what “the environment” was understood to mean. It expanded the definition to include where we live, work, 

play, worship and go to school, as well as the physical and natural world. 

What makes an unhealthy environment?

Our surrounding conditions shape our environment and for all of us this means where we live, work, go to school and 

even where we play.  An unhealthy environment can be triggered by a variety of things including air pollution, chemical 

plants, disposal sites or landfills, and some jobs create greater exposure to chemicals and toxic pollutants, depending on 

the place of work. Even the farming industry can create an unhealthy environment for workers and communities that live 

near farms through the use of contaminants such as pesticides, fertilizers, and through animal production facilities. 

Why does it matter?  

The equal opportunity to a healthy and safe environment oftens depends on where someone lives, plays, and works. 

However, we know that our environments can be immediately affected by pollution and polluting industries that cause 

severe illness and can even determine our life expectancies. This is why it’s vital that all communities are equally protected 

and have the right to live in an environment that is protected. Environmental justice means the ‘equal protection, equal 

access and equal enforcement’ of the right to live in a neighborhood that is not polluted, it’s an issue of civil rights, equity 

and fairness. Just like everyone has the right to an education, everyone should have the right to live in a neighborhood 

that is not polluted. A zip code should not determine the concentration of hazardous pollution nor the negative public 

health hazards these facilities create.  
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Key Terms
Definitions and terminology for environmental justice concepts, racial justice concepts and cultural and global 
competencies: 

• Activist: a person who campaigns to bring about political or social change.1

• Advocacy: is the public support for or recommendation of a particular cause or policy.2 

• Community: a group of people living in the same place or having a particular characteristic in common. A feeling 
of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, interests, and goals. Ecology-a group of 
interdependent organisms of different species growing or living together in a specified habitat.3 

• Discrimination: the unjust or prejudicial treatment of different categories of people, especially on the grounds of 
race, age, sex, or disability.4

• Environment: includes everything around us from our physical surroundings to the conditions in which humans and 
all living organisms live, develop or in which a thing exists.5 It can be defined by an area of land, water or simply space 
occupied by humans and animals and plant species. For example a backyard, playground or a park can be defined as 
an environment.6 

• 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.7

• Environmental Racism: is a form of racial discrimination in which people of color and those members of low socio-
economic backgrounds are exposed to toxic pollution and the siting of polluting industries, negatively affecting 
their air, water and soil quality.8 As a result there are greater incidents of illness, disease and premature deaths that 
unequally impact communities of color.  

• Equity: refers to the fairness and justice applied to a set of outcomes and the access to opportunities.9 

• Institutional Racism: the ways in which institutions and systems of power, from employment, government agencies 
and social services apply unfair policies and practices of discriminatory treatment across different racial groups.10  
These outcomes can create unequal access to opportunities, resources and rights. 
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1 “Definition of Activist”. Oxford University Press. Lexico.com. https://www.lexico.com/definition/activist Accessed on 3 December 2020.
2 “Definition of Advocacy”. Oxford University Press. Lexico.com. https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/advocacy Accessed on 3 December 
2020.
3 “Definition of Community”. Oxford University Press. Lexico.com. https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/community Accessed on 3 
December 2020.
4 “Definition of Discrimination”. Oxford University Press. Lexico.com. https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/discrimination Accessed on 3 
December 2020.  
5 “What is an Environment? - Lesson for Kids.” Study.com, 23 June 2016, study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-an-environment-lesson-for-
kids.html Accessed on 3 December 2020
6 “What is an Environment? - Lesson for Kids.” Study.com, 23 June 2016, study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-an-environment-lesson-for-
kids.html Accessed on 3 December 2020
7 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “Environmental Justice.” Updated December 2020 https://www.epa.gov/
environmentaljustice  Accessed on 3 December 2020.
8 LumenLearning. “Reading: Environmental Racism”. Module 13: Population, Urbanization, and the Environment. https://courses.
lumenlearning.com/alamo-sociology/chapter/reading-environmental-racism/ Accessed 3 December 2020.
9  The Annie E Casey Foundation. “Equity vs. Equality and Other Racial Justice Definitions.” 24 August 2020, https://www.aecf.org/blog/
racial-justice-definitions/?gclid=CjwKCAiAlNf-BRB_EiwA2osbxTOkbb_lz2KpGfYrCHxslkk9uTRHG33Kk073mlc-Qr8wlHlLL7oGwBoCrDAQAvD_
BwE Accessed 3 December 2020.   
10 Claire Lechtenberg.“Defining Racial Justice Terms: Institutional Racism” Eliminating racism, empowering women YWCA Central Carolinas. 
11 August 2020, https://ywcacentralcarolinas.org/defining-racial-justice-terms-institutional-racism/ Accessed 3 December 2020.
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• Pollution: unhealthy material released into the environment that is not natural and human caused, leading to severe 
damage to the environment and all living things, including severely impacting the health of people.11

• Racism: is the attitude, action or a belief that treats or regards a person or group as of lesser importance because of 
their race/color/ethnicity.12 Racism can operate at an individual level as much as it does at an institutional level. 

• Justice: a fair and equitable treatment for everyone13 

• Redlining: is a type of discriminatory practice used by banks and insurance companies (including other industries) 
to either refuse or limit loans, mortgages and insurance coverage from buyers in specific geographic areas of 
predominantly low-income neighborhoods of people of color (definition was adapted from Tolerance.org).14

Learning Objectives 
As a result of this learning module:

• Students will understand and define environmental justice and racism in their own words.

• Students will demonstrate basic understanding of the environmental risk factors in communities facing environmental 
injustices.

• Students will visualize and analyze the spatial distribution of hazardous sites in relation to other environmental and 
physical resources. 

• Students will use concepts of environmental injustice and draw connections to  themes between their own 
environments and  neighborhood-level environmental issues.

Materials 
Paper, pencil, laptop or personal desktop computer, internet access. 

Teacher Background 
Teachers should have a familiarity and general understanding of environmental justice definitions, concepts, and core 

principles, along with working knowledge of how to access and utilize the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

EJSCREEN tool, as detailed in the student activities folder and related files.
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11 “Definition of Pollution”. National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. Kids Environment Kids Health. 20 January 2020, https://
kids.niehs.nih.gov/topics/pollution/index.htm Accessed on 3 December 2020.
12 Cheney, Carol and LaFrance, Jeannie et al. “Racism Definitions” Tri County Domestic & Sexual Violence Intervention Network Anti-
Oppression Training for Trainers, posted at the Portland Community College Illumination Project. 2006 https://www.pcc.edu/illumination/
wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2018/05/racism-definitions.pdf Accessed 3 December 2020. 
13 “Definition of Environmental Justice”. National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. Kids Environment Kids Health. 20 January 
2020, https://kids.niehs.nih.gov/topics/environment-health/environmental-justice/index.htm Accessed on 3 December 2020.      
14 Teaching Tolerance. The Color of Law: Creating Racially Segregated Communities Grade levels 9-12, https://www.tolerance.org/
classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/the-color-of-law-creating-racially-segregated-communities Accessed 3 December 2020.   
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Case Studies Examining Environmental Justice 
1. Louisiana: Toxic pollution “Cancer Alley” 

Have your students read over each Video Worksheet at the end of this document and then watch these two videos with 

your students: 

Why This Town Is Dying From Cancer | AJ+:  https://youtu.be/ZB8CbDG7gpk 

One reason why coronavirus hits Black people the hardest | Vox: https://youtu.be/XAFD-0aMkwE

The name “Cancer Alley’’ represents an 85 mile stretch of land from New Orleans to Baton Rouge along the Mississippi 

River. The region has become a landmark case of environmental racism that illustrates the known risks of cancer from air 

toxins and the systemic racism of the siting and distribution of toxic pollutants in predominantly Black neighborhoods. 

Cancer Alley is 40 percent Black and the communities that live within the industrial corridor are close to 90 percent 

Black. The area represents the second largest petrochemical production in the country, with 150 facilities that make 

plastics, industrial chemicals and pesticides including oil refineries, owned by some of the largest corporations in the 

world — including Shell, Koch, Denka/Dupont, ExxonMobil, Dow Chemical, and Formosa Plastics. The people that live in 

this Southern region have the highest risks of developing cancer from toxic air pollution which are 50 times higher from 

the national average. Towns and cities such as St. James, Reserve, Burton Lane, Freetown, St. Gabriel, and Bayou Goula 

are surrounded by petrochemical companies and cities like New Sarp have facilities that burn sulfur dioxide. Many of the 

families that reside in the parishes, as they are called, have roots that date back to slavery, where the area was once filled 

with forced labor and human rights atrocities on sugarcane plantations that were later replaced in 1940s by chemical 

companies. The communities that live along the corridor are predominately Black, low-income and working-class people 

and many of them are fighting back. Concerned Citizens of St. Johns the Baptist Parish, a community group that formed 

in response to the toxic air that was killing family members and neighbors. The community based group has grown and 

has received support from coalition groups that have formed that include Green Army, Louisiana Environmental Action 

Network (LEAN), and Louisiana Bucket Brigade to place increased pressure on local and federal authorities to respond to 

the health crisis directly linked to the siting of these facilities.  
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One of the main toxic pollutants released into the air there is chloroprene. Chloroprene is a chemical byproduct of 

neoprene which is the first type of synthetic rubber invented by Dupont that is used to make wetsuits and hoses. This is 

the only neoprene manufacturing facility found in the United States. In 2010 it was finally recognized by the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) as a “likely carcinogen” that is invisible to sight and tasteless but releases a strong odor. The 

health effects from exposure to  chloroprene can cause “respiratory, eye and skin irritation, chest pains, hair loss, and 

neurological symptoms’’ and long term is linked to severe damage to the liver, lungs, and kidneys. Authorities at the 

local and federal level had been reluctant to acknowledge the high rates of cancers were linked to the chemicals being 

manufactured and released into the air and soil. Pressure from advocates and environmental scientists forced the EPA 

to establish an amount of chloroprene that is safe for humans. The acceptable level of chloroprene exposure safe for 

humans, according to the EPA, was set as 0.2 micrograms per cubic meter and shortly after air monitors were installed 

in the neighborhoods closest to the plant. This number allowed the community members to further build their case and 

show that levels released in their neighborhoods were 50 times the national average for one given year.  In 2015, an EPA 

study found that communities living near the neoprene facility have the highest cancer risk in the country, more than 

700 hundred times the national average. That same year Dupont sold the plant to Japanese chemical company Denka. In 

2017 Robert Taylor, Founder of Concerned Citizens of St. Johns the Baptist Parish sued Dupont, Denka and the Louisiana 

Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) seeking to close down the plant. While chloroprene levels have been reduced, 

the plant has yet to meet the federal standards and Louisiana’s DEQ has refused to adopt the federal threshold for 

chloroprene. The Dupont/Denka plant continues to operate, releasing toxic air pollutants. 
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2. Los Angeles, California: Exide Battery Recycling Factory

Watch the following video with your students, video worksheets are found at the end of this document. 

Unsettled: Inside the fight to shut down a dangerous polluter | Los Angeles Times: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=BmC1L070eZg

Mark Lopez, Goldman Prize Recipient North America (2017) | Goldman Prize:  https://youtu.be/UAzddXYoR6s

The City of Vernon in Southern California is home to one of the largest environmental disasters in the United States, where 

an industrial plant that melted car batteries contaminated 1.75 miles of residential homes, schools and day care centers. 

For 30 years, the industrial plant, owned by Exide Battery Technologies (Exide), operated a battery recycling plant that 

became the source of a “toxic hotspot”, one of the largest in the state. During the entire time Exide operated, it emitted 

high levels of lead, arsenic and other pollutants that poisoned the air, soil and groundwater throughout Los Angeles 

County. Exide violated air quality standards including worker safety and protections. 

 

The contamination affected more than 10,000 homes and over 110,000 people including children living in neighborhoods 

of East Los Angeles, Boyle Heights, Commerce, Bell Gardens, Vernon, Maywood, Cudahy, Bell and Hunting Park. A study 

by the California Department of Public Health found that children living a mile away from the plant had elevated levels 

of lead in their blood, above the national average. According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC) lead exposure can 

affect a child’s growth, behavior and learning problems including long term physical impairments. The communities living 

near the site are predominantly low-income and working-class Latino/a/x communities. In 2015, the plant was ordered to 

shut down after the Department of Justice investigated the plant and found numerous violations of treating, storing and 

dumping hazardous waste and for failure to report all contaminants on site and the release of contaminants. 

 

After intense community pressure led by East Yard Communities and Communities for a Better Environment the plant 

was ordered to shut down but the company was never prosecuted by the federal government for the environmental 

crimes and public health crisis it created as a result of ongoing negligence. While Exide agreed to pay $50 million for 

cleanup of the site and $26 million of that amount was set aside for residential cleanup, the magnitude of risk and 

remediation was expanding as further soil testing was being done. The East Yard Communities also pressured the state 

for further soil testing and in 2016, under Governor Jerry Brown $176 million was approved to test the soils of properties 

surrounding the site within a 1.7 mile radius. The lead and arsenic contamination at the Exide plant and the surrounding 

areas is recognized as the largest and complex cleanup undertaken by the state. The California’s Toxic Department of 

Toxic Substances Control (DTSC), the state agency responsible for overseeing the work, set a deadline by 2021. However, 

five years later the environmental removal of the lead and other toxic substances has yet to be completed and the plant 

remains abandoned. This year (2020) Exide filed for bankruptcy and the courts agreed to a settlement agreement allowing 

for the company to walk away from its liability. 
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3. Flint, Michigan: Lead Poisoning

Six years after water crisis began, what has changed in Flint - and what hasn’t | PBS https://www.pbs.org/newshour/

show/6-years-after-water-crisis-began-what-has-changed-in-flint-and-what-hasnt 

     

Fighting for Safe Water in Flint: https://youtu.be/nsz_oDrDie8 

 

In 2014, to cut costs, the city of Flint switched from Detroit’s treated water supply system to tap the water resources 

of the nearby Flint River. The city of Flint is one of the tenth largest cities in the state and is home to a 50 percent 

Black population with an overwhelming number of low income and communities of color, including Spanish-speaking 

communities and those for whom English is not their native language, reducing access to information about the crisis.  

 

Flint is located along the Flint River, some 66 miles northwest of Detroit and 60 miles southwest of Lansing, the state’s 

capital. Officials set off a pediatric crisis as children and others were found to have high blood lead levels and exposure 

to bacteria in drinking water, a result of the city failing to apply corrosion inhibitors, or corrosion control, necessary to 

ensure the quality of the polluted river’s water was safe as it passed through Flint’s aged pipes. Poorly treated water 

accelerated the corrosion of Flint’s galvanized steel and lead water service pipes, too. 

 

This resulted in what is known as the Flint Water Crisis and the lead poisoning of an estimated 100,000 people, including 

school-aged children whose bodies absorb five times more lead than adults. The combination of insufficient water 

treatment plant updates, a long-contaminated river and environmental destruction with human negligence, in some cases, 

was deadly.  

 

According to the Natural Resources Defense Council, because city and state officials broke federal law by failing to treat 

the water properly, lead leached out from aging pipes into thousands of homes. It’s notable, the entire watershed had 

long been contaminated. Groups like Concerned Pastors for Social Action alongside community members stepped up to 

fight back on the injustice, in coordination with environmental attorneys, to demand accountability and that their families 

could have access to clean, safe drinking water. 
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For more than 50 years, the city of Flint relied on Detroit’s water resources before seeking to tap the river, “polluted from 

four sources: natural biological waste; treated industrial and human waste; untreated waste intentionally or accidentally 

dumped into the river; and contaminants washed into the river by rain or snow,” according to The Verge. 

 

The crisis is ongoing, as the health effects of lead poisoning continue to plague the residents of Flint. Health issues 

include, but are not limited to cognitive, mental, emotional and behavioral issues in children and youth, infertility 

and reduced fertility, heart disease, high blood pressure and related effects. Deaths, while rare, were initially from 

Legionnaires’ disease. 

 

City and state officials failed to act. A report by the University of Michigan School of Public Health found former Michigan 

Gov. Rick Snyder “bears significant legal responsibility” for the Flint water crisis. They were ordered to ensure access to 

safe drinking water for all city residents. They also were found in noncompliance in recent years, as they again failed to 

act on the mandate set by a court of law. The crisis continues as pipes undergo replacement and its residents continue to 

advocate for themselves to ensure access to clean water, testing and new pipes.  

 

As of August 2020, a lawsuit settlement with the state of Michigan was reached, though disclosures have been unavailable. 

Meanwhile, the children and youth of Flint continue to suffer from the congestive effects of lead poisoning.  

 

Case studies by: Betsy López-Wagner and Diana Ruiz, López-Wagner Strategies
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Materials Needed: You’ll need internet access to use the Environmental Protection Agency’s Environmental Justice Screening 

and Mapping Tool (EJSCREEN), a computer, paper and pencil to take notes, and be sure to write your answers below. 

 

STEP One:

1. Go to https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/

2. In the upper right hand corner, students will type in their address or zip code.

3. Find the ADD MAPS drop down list and click EJScreen maps

4. Continue adding variables: PM 2.5 (particulate matter 2.5) and compare to state levels, and then select another 
variable (ex: Hazardous waste) and compare to state levels. 

5. Click compare to state bubble

6. Click Environmental Indicators 

7. Click Hazardous Waste Proximity

Environmental Justice Mapping Activity 
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a. What colors do you see?

b. What does that color represent? (National percentage, toxic found, etc.)

c. Is there an environmental injustice in the community? Describe what you’ve identified.

EJSCREEN Analysis: Now let’s answer the questions below about what we see, the types of pollutants, pollution levels, and 

the unequal levels.

https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
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Materials Needed: Use the websites below to find the following information about your county/school. 

https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/

https://enviro.epa.gov/

STEP Two: What can data tell us about the polluting sources, local health, and inequities faced?

a. What surprised you the most about your findings? Describe two to three findings that stood out the most for you? i.e. 
information about the overall levels of pollution, what the major source of pollution is, and where the pollution is most 
present. 

b. Was this information easy to find? 

SOURCE: SCORECARD YOUR COUNTY

Top chemical released, name and the amount released per year

Health hazard of top chemicals released per year

Identify the top polluting source?

Who is the top polluter?

Use EJ Mapper to identify demographic data points starting with the 
race indicator.

Continue using EJ Mapper and select income indicator(s) as a 
second data point.

What is the national percentile (see map/color index) of toxic 
releases to the environment?

What is the ranking of cancer risk from outdoor air quality?

https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
https://enviro.epa.gov/


Understanding & Examining Our Environments

Materials Needed: You’ll need the internet to access the Environmental Protection Agency’s Environmental Justice 

Screening and Mapping Tool (EJSCREEN), computer, paper and pencil to take notes, and be sure to write your answers 

below in this handout to share with your educator. 

General Overview: This lesson will focus on one of the following three states: Louisiana, Texas to California. Each state 

has a deep history of environmental racism and represents landmark cases of environmental injustices. You’ll also reflect 

on the work of three distinguished academic scholars, scientists, and advocates whose work established and continues 

to show the relationships between race and members of lower-socioeconomic backgrounds, and the environmental 

injustices those community members disproportionately face. 

Before you pick your state to use the EJSCREEN tool, get to know the following environmental justice leaders by watching 

these videos:
1. Dr. Bob Bullard is recognized as the “father of environmental justice” and is a distinguished Professor of urban 

planning and environmental policy. He is a leading scholar on the issue and has written over 18 books on the subject. 
He is the former Dean of the Barbara Jordan-Mickey Leland School of Public Affairs at Texas University (2011-
2016), and he is currently a Distinguished Professor of Urban Planning and Environmental Policy at Texas Southern 
University. Video (1:52 min): https://youtu.be/T_VjSGk8s18

2. Dr. Beverly Wright is an environmental justice scholar and advocate, civic leader and Professor of Sociology and 
founder and executive director of the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice at Dillard University in Louisiana, 
outside our New Orleans. Video (4:40 min): https://youtu.be/9hE3SyXr9bw

3. Dr. Rachel Morello-Frosch is an environmental health scientist and Professor in the Department of Environmental 
Science, Policy and Management and the School of Public Health at UC Berkeley in California. Dr Morello-Frosch’s 
research focuses on the intersections of environmental health and environmental justice. Video (6:24 min): https://
youtu.be/2zSZWDtn13k

Now that you’ve watched these videos. Reflect on which of the three most inspired you. You’ll use the EJSCREEN tool to 

find out more about the region and the environmental harms close to where they work. 
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STEP One:

Identify the environmental justice leader who inspired you the most from the three leaders listed above. Write their name 

down and the city and state of where they work. Now, let’s learn about the environmental hazards and issues in close 

proximity to them by looking up their city and zipcode for use in the EJSCREEN.  

 

Go to https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
1. In the upper right hand corner, students will type in the address or zip code.
2. Find the ADD MAPS drop down list and click EJScreen maps. Go to the Add Maps drop down and click on Additional 

Layers.
3. Then click Hazardous Waste to find key pollutants or injustices
4. Answer the questions below using at least one to two environmental justice terms/vocabulary words:

• How many green dots do you see in the area? 

• Are they spread out or do you see a bunch of green dots in one area? 

• What do the dots represent?

5.    Go back to additional layers and click Schools (Please remember to take notes that describe what you are seeing and 
       the questions that are coming up as you look closer at these different types of environments). 

• How many schools are in the red zones? 
• Why does this matter? 
• What might be the possible health impacts?
• What else do you see? Ex: facilities are in close proximity to the schools, or further way. What else should we 

consider? What type of facilities release certain toxics? 
• What bodies of water might be affected by the pollutants being discharged?
• Do you see any patterns in the placement of the schools and green dots? For example: dots in a specific location 

or are they spread out

 

Share your learnings about what is happening in this environment you searched and who is most at risk. Consider what one 

of the environmental justice leaders in the videos would do with this information. Share three (3) to five (5) ideas below.  

1. 

2. 

3.   

Recommended Resources:

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) definition of Environmental Justice

Principles of Environmental Justice
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Defining Environmental Justice

Defining Environmental Justice 

The exercise is intended to introduce the term and inspire critical thinking about the concept by having students write 

their own definition of the term. This exercise is one to consider after viewing case stories one and two. Instructors 

may determine most appropriate timing for use and whether this is something offered for work together or for 

independent study. 

Materials: Use this worksheet to have each student brainstorm their own definitions for the terms “environment” and 

“justice”. Go back to the lesson plan under key terms and have students review definitions for both words. 

1.    Review definitions of Environment used in the module with students:

Environment: includes everything around us from our physical surroundings to the conditions in which humans and 
all living organisms live, develop or in which a thing exists.1 It can be defined by an area of land, water or simply space 
occupied by humans and animals and plant species.2 For example a backyard, playground or a park can be defined as 
an environment. 

Question for students: Are we missing anything in the definition? What else could be included?

2.    Review definitions of Justice:

Justice: a fair and equitable treatment for everyone3 

Question for students: What meaning does this word conjure up for you? 

3.    Now ask students whether these definitions could be combined. What do they think of “environmental justice” and its 
       meaning, does it resonate for them? If yes, how so? 

Allow students six (6) to ten (10) minutes to write their own definitions. Encourage them to think of real life 
experiences as well as the previous discussion and case stories (Louisiana, California, or Michigan) to inform their 
definition.

1 https://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-an-environment-lesson-for-kids.html
2 https://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-an-environment-lesson-for-kids.html
3 https://kids.niehs.nih.gov/topics/environment-health/environmental-justice/index.htm
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4.    Students share their definition and describe a bit more about their process and what informed their thinking in 
       crafting their definition. This exercise could be split up in parts, if the students are remote learners. 

5.    Now share the definitions from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): “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. EPA has this 
goal for all communities and persons across this Nation. It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree of 
protection from environmental and health hazards and equal access to the decision-making process to have a healthy 
environment in which to live, learn, and work.”4

a.    Additional materials to share: Principles of Environmental Justice adopted by the First National People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit in 1991.    

Note to educators: This exercise has been adapted from the Voices from the Valley Environmental Justice Defined Lesson plan. 
Additional information and resources may be found at the link, above.

4 https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/learn-about-environmental-justice#overview
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Part 1: Before you watch the video take a look at the words and the questions below. As you watch the video pay attention 

to some key words and key individuals that are profiled in the video.

Video worksheet for: Toxic Pollution Cancer Alley 

15

Define these key terms featured in the short documentary

“Cancer Alley”:

Chloroprene:

Neoprene:

Dupont:

Answer the following questions:

Who is Robert Taylor?

Who is Wilma Subra?



a. Name three things that the industrial plants in “Cancer Alley” produce?

b. How close are some chemical plants to people’s homes? 

c. Describe how communities become exposed to the toxic pollutants? 

d. Name three (3) different health effects that people have faced living along the chemical corridor? 

WWW.EARTHECHO.ORG 16

Part 2:  Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the first video, Why this town is dying from cancer?

Possible terms to discuss: chloroprene, emissions, neoprene, segregation, petrochemical, sulfur dioxide, hydrogen sulfide

Describe the problem: 

https://youtu.be/ZB8CbDG7gpk


e. What is chloroprene used to make?

f. What health effects is chloroprene linked to?

Interventions:

a. What role does the government play if any?

b. Fill in the blank; Fifth Ward elementary school has ________________ times higher levels of chloroprene than what the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) says is safe to breathe. 

Name one way that the community is taking action.
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Part 1: Before you watch the video take a look at the words and the questions below. As you watch the video 

pay attention to some key words and key individuals that are profiled in the video.

Video worksheet for: 
One reason why coronavirus hits Black people the hardest 

18

Define these key terms featured in the short documentary

Segregation:

Environmental Protection Agency:

Petrochemicals:

Coronavirus:

Answer the following questions:

Who is Bob Bullard?

How is the term redlining used?

What is Particulate Matter (PM 2.5)?



Step 2: Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the video, One reason why coronavirus hits black people 
the hardest

a. Name two (2) to three (3) cancerous air pollutants that are emitted by the industries along the chemical corridor in 
Louisiana.

b. Why does the community of St. John the Baptist have the highest cancer rate in the country? 

c. What can maps tell us about inequality, race and the distribution of pollutants?

d. What policies have allowed for toxic polluters to locate in residential areas?
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e. What are the health impacts of air pollution exposure? 

f. Why is coronavirus impacting communities that have higher levels of exposure to toxic air pollutants?
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Video worksheet for: 
Unsettled: Inside the fight to shut down a dangerous polluter

Part 1: Before you watch the video, Unsettled: Inside the fight to shut down a dangerous polluter, take a look at the words 

and the questions below. As you watch the video pay attention to some key words and key individuals that are profiled in 

the video. 

Define these key terms featured in the short documentary

Exide:

Arsenic:

Lead:

Hazardous waste:

Toxic Department of Toxic Substances Control:

Soil testing:

Additional question: Who is Terry?
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Part 2: Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the first video in this series about the Exide disaster, 

Unsettled: Inside the fight to shut down a dangerous polluter:

What are the negative health effects of arsenic and lead exposure?

Who is most at risk?

Who ordered Exide to start soil testing nearby homes in 2013?

What did the soil testing reveal? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BmC1L070eZg


How many homes were affected? 

How could this disaster have been prevented? 

What are the community demands?
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Who is Mark Lopez? What was his role in organizing the community to demand for justice? 

Identify two health hazards associated with the Exide contamination? 

How is this an example of environmental racism?
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Video worksheet for: 
Mark Lopez, Goldman Prize Recipient North America (2017)

Part 1: Before you watch the video, Mark Lopez, Goldman Prize Recipient North America, take a look at the words and the 

questions below. As you watch the video pay attention to some key words and key individuals that are profiled in the video. 

Define these key terms, and people, featured in the short documentary

East Yard Communities for Environmental Justice:

Mark Lopez:

Andrea Hricko:

Part 2: Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the first video in this series about the Exide disaster, 

Mark Lopez, Goldman Prize Recipient North America (2017):

https://youtu.be/UAzddXYoR6s
https://youtu.be/UAzddXYoR6s
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Video worksheet for: 
Six years after the water crisis began, what has changed in Flint - and what 
hasn’t | PBS (2020)

Part 1: Before watching the video, take a look at the words and the questions below. As you watch Six years after the water 

crisis began, what has changed in Flint - and what hasn’t | PBS, pay attention to key words and main individuals that are 

profiled in the video. Those featured will be included in this video worksheet.

Define key terms featured in ‘Six years after the water crisis began, what has changed in Flint - and what hasn’t.’

Justice:

Inequities:

Who is Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha?

Why is the community in Flint dependent on bottled water?

Who is Ariana Hawk?

Answer these following questions:
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Part 2: Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the first video in this series about the Flint Water Crisis, 

Six years after the water crisis began, what has changed in Flint - and what hasn’t.

How did Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha “sound the alarm” of the Flint Water Crisis? 

How might lead exposure harm a person’s health?

What are the long term effects of lead poisoning?

What did the Flint water crisis tell us about “safe levels” of lead for people? 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/6-years-after-water-crisis-began-what-has-changed-in-flint-and-what-hasnt


Identify two ways residents of Flint, Michigan use bottled water in their day to day routines:

What more does the city of Flint need, according to Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha?

Does the legal settlement provide justice for affective families? 

Is lead exposure still an issue in Flint? 
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Video worksheet for: 
Fighting for Safe Water in Flint (2017)

Part 1: Before watching the video, take a look at the words and the questions below. As you watch Fighting for Safe Water 

in Flint, pay attention to key words and main individuals that are profiled in the video. Those featured will be included in 

this video worksheet.

Define these key terms, and people, featured in the short documentary

Lead:

Flint River:

Who is Melissa Mays?

Answer the following question:

Settlement agreement:

Dimple Chaudhary:

Point of distribution center:
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Who is Dimple Chaudhary? What was her role in litigating on behalf of the residents of Flint, Michigan for a settlement 
agreement?

Who is Melissa Mays and how did she work alongside the community to demand water justice? What did her family need 
from the point of distribution center?

Identify how the Flint River played a role in the Flint Water Crisis and what lead had to do with the crisis:

How did the community use advocacy as a tool to help them in their fight for clean water?

Part 2: Use the questions below to guide your notes as you view the first video in this series about the Flint Water Crisis, 

Fighting for Safe Water in Flint (2017).
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Rubric
ABOVE 

EXPECTATIONS
MEETS 

EXPECTATIONS
DOES NOT MEET 
EXPECTATIONS

Incomplete definition of 
terms and is just copying 
the definition from the 
web.  

POINTS

Defines and explains 
key concepts

Defines and is able 
to demonstrate an 
understanding of 
environmental justice and 
can explain racism in their 
own words. Learners are 
able to relate the concepts 
to a case story or personal 
experience. Or explain why 
it matters. 

Defines environmental 
justice in their own words 
and is able to explain racism 
in their own words. 

Analyzes and applies 
information to 
mapping exercises.

Demonstrates basic 
understanding of the types 
of environmental risk factors 
(chemical pollutants, water 
pollution, air pollution, lead 
exposure, burning of waste, 
soil contamination) found in 
communities that are facing 
environmental injustice in 
their analysis while using 
EJScreen.  Learners are able 
to draw on case stories and 
explain the different sources 
of pollution. 

Demonstrates a basic 
understanding of the types 
of environmental risk factors 
(chemical pollutants, water 
pollution, air pollution, lead 
exposure, burning of waste, 
soil contamination) found in 
communities that are facing 
environmental injustices in 
their analysis while using 
EJScreen. Learners are able 
to describe and explain 
what they identified in their 
own words. 

Unable to complete EJ 
Screen activity and is 
not able to apply an 
analysis. Unable to 
answer questions or draw 
conclusions in their own 
words. Learner copies and 
pastes from web sites. 

Applies key concepts 
and identifies 
environmental risks.

In Understanding 
& Examining Our 
Environments, learners 
identify an environmental 
hazard for a city, region, 
or within a localized area 
and can explain how it 
might impact an individual 
or a community. Learners 
are able to explain and 
distinguish potential 
environmental issues and 
are able to relate to one of 
the three environmental 
justice leaders profiled. 
Learners are able to 
construct their own ideas 
and share more than three 
ideas.  

In Understanding 
& Examining Our 
Environments, learners 
identify an environmental 
hazard for a city, region, or 
within a localized area and 
can explain how it might 
impact an individual or a 
community. Learners are 
able to explain what they 
saw and share an analysis in 
their own words. Learners 
reference one EJ leader in 
their response and share up 
to three ideas. 

In Understanding 
& Examining Our 
Environments, learners 
are able to identify an 
environmental hazard for 
a city, region or within a 
localized area but are not 
able to explain how it 
might impact an individual 
or a community. Learners 
are not able to explain 
their analysis in their own 
words.

Explains and draws 
on key connections 
among concepts 
of environmental 
injustice across all 
three case stories. 

In video worksheets 
learners are able to recall 
information and basic 
concepts. Learners are 
able to explain ideas 
and concepts. Learners 
formulate an opinion. 

In video worksheets 
learners are able to recall 
information and basic 
concepts. Learners are 
able to explain ideas and 
concepts. 

In video worksheets 
learners are unable 
to accurately recall 
information and basic 
concepts. Learners are 
unable to explain ideas 
and concepts. 

TOTAL
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