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Over recent years the collective antennae of the planning and environment community in the UK have, not surprisingly, been tuned first and foremost into European developments.  However, it is wise to also keep an eye on the US, given the sometimes close affinity between the political agendas of the Blair and Clinton administrations, and the historical evidence of trends in the US ‘crossing the pond’ and taking on parallel, if Europeanised, forms. In this respect one striking feature of the US planning and environment scene, emerging over the past decade, is the environmental justice or environmental equity agenda.  This has evolved over a relatively short space of time from a subject of grassroots politics to a recognised policy issue incorporated into the practice of the Environmental Protection Agency, the production of EIAs and the work of environmental planning and decision-making bodies.  It has spawned a wealth of academic research and debates over evidence, process and policy implications and added new acronyms to the lexicon of environmental conflict.  It has also raised key questions about the practice and outcome of environmental decision-making,  which could well do with closer examination in the UK.

Injustice in the distribution of risk
The environmental justice agenda begins from an assertion of injustice in the social distribution of environmental impacts and risks.  Racial minorities and poor communities it is argued are more likely to be exposed to, and suffer from the effects of environmental risks than their white or more wealthy counterparts.  Evidence of such distributional inequalities first emerged in research undertaken in the US in the 1980s.  A study published by the Commission for Racial Justice in 1987 is widely cited as the most influential early piece of research.  This found a significant correlation between the number of commercial hazardous waste facilities in a zip code (postcode) area and the percentage of minorities in the zip code’s population.  This and other studies drawing similar conclusions relating to both hazardous waste facilities and toxic releases from industrial sites, provided a catalyst for grassroots campaigns against the siting of hazardous facilities to co-ordinate their protests.  In 1991 a national conference bringing together previously highly dispersed and localized groups, produced a manifesto asserting 17 environmental justice principles and demands, forming, by the standards of the more established environmental groups, a radical enviro-political agenda.

Central to the case being made by the environmental justice campaigners was the accusation of systematic bias against poor and racial communities in siting policies (although environmental justice debates have not been restricted to facility siting).  It was argued that the inequitable distributions of risk was a consequence of the greater information, power, and political influence available to more wealthy white communities making a NIMBY response to the prospect of hazardous facilities being sited in their neighbourhood.  As a consequence the easier route for those responsible for siting decisions was to follow a PIBBY (put it in black’s backyards) approach or to ‘dump in dixie’.
  Many examples of siting decisions which appeared to have followed this route were identified with some compelling documented evidence - for example, a consultants report in 1984 to the California Waste Management Board which explicitly recommended that companies locate new waste sites in lower socio-economic neighbourhoods in order to avoid the opposition typically encountered in higher-income areas.
 

US political responses
The political pressure arising from accusations of institutionalised environmental racism, supported by a steady stream of further studies pointing to both racial and class inequalities in the distribution of risks, led President Clinton to sign an Executive Order in February 1994 requiring every federal agency to ‘make achieving environmental justice part of its mission by identifying and addressing, as appropriate, disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of its programs, policies and activities on minority populations and lower income populations...’.  In response the Environmental Protection Agency formed a national Environmental Justice Office, a National Environmental Justice Advisory Council and established environmental justice co-ordinators within each of its departments and regional offices.  Environmental impact statements prepared under the National Environmental Policy Act now have to address environmental justice concerns and a series of states and municipalities have introduced environmental justice legislation.

Whilst environmental injustice has thus been officially recognised as a significant policy issue in the US, it has also, partly as a result, come under closer scrutiny. Recent debate amongst academics and policy makers has challenged the basis and methodologies of environmental justice studies and the nature of the processes involved. Questions have been raised, for example, about the focus of studies on the location of installations rather than areas actually at risk, the accuracy and coverage of data, the choice of spatial units for population data, and the statistical methods used to test the extent of bias towards particular socio-economic or ethnic groups
.   It has also been argued that it is necessary to look at population characteristics when facilities were first sited, rather than the current situation, in order to substantiate claims of siting bias.  A contemporary concentration of poor or minority population may have been created by changes in populations subsequent to the siting decision.  If so the siting decision itself would not be to blame.  Others have pointed to the need extend scrutiny across different aspects of regulation, to look, for example, at decisions about the frequency of inspection at hazardous sites and the prioritisation of clean up decisions on contaminated land to reveal bias in favour of white and more affluent neighbourhoods.  It has also been argued that local planners should be responding far more directly to environmental justice concerns, even if their statistical ‘proof’ is open to challenge, as anxiety and concern about potential harm can be just as damaging as actual risk impacts.
  All this has led to sometimes heated debate in academic and policy fora about the basis of environmental justice claims and the responses which should, or should not be made to them.

An agenda for the UK?
Is this just an interesting tale of American politics, or does it raises questions which can be equally asked of the outcomes and practice of planning and environmental regulation in the UK?  There has as yet been little attention given to indigenous environmental justice on this side of the Atlantic.  The grassroots politics have not emerged in as strong and concerted a form, little research into risk distributions has taken place and we are certainly a long way from recognising environmental justice as a significant policy issue, let alone addressing it in on a routine basis in EIAs.   No doubt there are major differences between the racial politics of the US and the UK, and the degree of attention given particularly to toxic waste issues, which can partly explain this contrast.  Limitations on access to environmental information in the UK have also until recently limited the scope for meaningful research into risk distributions.  However, maybe it is also the case that in the UK we do not have the inequalities that have been revealed in the socio-spatial distribution of risks in the US, so there is fundamentally no environmental justice issue to be addressed?  Intuitively there may be some limited truth here. Given the typical patterns of urban concentrations of ethnic communities in the UK, it would seem unlikely that we have produced a particular racial bias in the siting of hazardous facilities (although this statement stands to be disproved). However, in terms of social class, intuitively the picture is very different and it would not be surprising to discover a significant bias towards siting in poorer areas.  

Some preliminary work we have undertaken looking at the distribution of major industrial hazard sites points in this direction, suggesting, not surprisingly, that many chemical plants and other sites holding hazardous materials are located in more working class areas, but failing to reveal any obvious racial bias.  This work is though preliminary and needs to be carefully evaluated drawing on the experience of debates in the US about the statistical validity of environmental injustice claims. We also need to be very aware of the long historical basis of many of the land use patterns we have in the UK, with the proximity of working populations near to chemical and other industrial plants often established many years ago.  Current siting policies may therefore not be the primary explanation for  any inequalities that do exist.  On the other hand we need to be aware of processes which may  be serving to further ossify or exacerbate an existing regressive situation.  Andrew Blowers has warned of the creation of ‘hazard havens’ through siting new hazards near to existing ones, on the basis that these may be more readily accepted by a population less prone to NIMBY responses.
  Again, in recent research we have undertaken on development plans policies and industrial hazards there was some evidence of this trend.  The cumulative effect of development plan policies predominantly resisting new hazards, may well be to direct these to areas which already have concentrations of hazardous sites.
  That these areas may also be less well off, should raise further concerns about the intensification of inequalities of risk that may be taking place.  

Experience in the US has shown that environmental justice raises many complex and difficult questions for researchers, policy makers and planning practitioners. This is not a reason though to shy away.  Rather we should be aware of the need to tread carefully in developing our understanding of the nature and causes of the environmental inequalities which may exist in a UK context.  Our history, politics and planning practice is undoubtedly different from the US, but we cannot yet be content that the justice of land use outcomes is substantially or materially distinct.
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