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Synopsis

We undoubtedly live in an unequal world and many of the dimensions and parameters of that inequality are all too familiar.  The environment, however, stands as relatively uncharted territory for those concerned with understanding how the goods and bads of modern life are socially distributed. The question ‘who bears environmental risk’ is not as simply answered as might be imagined.  In part this is because we have not, in the UK, been asking the question for very long, but also because there are methodological complexities in deriving reliable empirical analyses of risk distributions.  If we go further to ask why risks are distributed the way they are and how meaningful responses can be made to observed inequalities, then finding substantiated answers becomes yet more challenging.

In the US questions of environmental equality and justice have featured in political and policy agendas for some time.  These emerged from controversy and protest surrounding hazardous facilities located in predominantly black neighbourhoods, focusing attention on what came to be known as ‘environmental racism’. A process of ‘joined up’ activism accompanied by empirical research claiming to show that there was a disproportionate bias in sources of technological hazard being found in areas with a high proportion of black, hispanic or poor populations, led policymakers to give new consideration to the distribution of environmental risks and benefits across population subgroups and to initiate a series of policy actions.  Members of Congress introduced bills to promote environmental justice and the United States Environmental Protection Agency established an Office of Environmental Justice to focus and co-ordinate agency activities and provide technical assistance.  In February 1994 President Clinton issued Executive Order 12898: Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations. The order requires federal regulatory agencies to ‘make environmental justice a part of all they do.’ Under the order every agency would have to consider the impact of its policies on minority communities.  Environmental impact statements prepared under the National Environmental Policy Act now have to address environmental justice concerns. 

Whilst the US experience of environmental justice has in part stimulated attention to risk and equity in the UK other drivers have also been important. These include (i) the strong social emphasis given to sustainable development agendas by the New Labour government focusing attention on the relationship between environmental equity and social exclusion (ii) the evolving strategies of environmental pressure groups such as Friends of the Earth which have developed environmental justice as a major campaigning theme and (iii) the 1998 Aarhus pan European convention on the environment, and associated principles of access to environmental information, public participation in decisions affecting the environment, and access to environmental justice. EU directives are expected in each of these areas. 

A far broader environmental justice agenda has therefore emerged in the UK than in the US, encompassing distributive and procedural justice, international and intra-national risk distributions, intra and intergenerational issues and extensive matrices of environmental risk, environmental resource and social variables (including age, gender, class and ethnicity).  

Examples of empirical studies within one part of this broad agenda – the intra-national distribution of technological risk and pollution within the UK – demonstrate above all the limitations of currently available evidence and the need for more extended analysis. These studies include:

· two pieces of research by Friends of the Earth (1998, 2001) which examined first the locations of installations coming within the IPC regime and subsequently levels of carcinogenic emissions from these installations in relation to indicators of income and deprivation.  They found that 662 of IPC sites were located in areas with an annual average household income of less than £15 000, with only 6 factories in areas where average annual incomes were greater than £30 000, a very different distribution to that which would be expected if factories were randomly distributed. They also found that 82% of carcinogen emissions from Part A processes (large facilities regulated by the Environment Agency) occurred in the most deprived 20% of wards.

· epidemiological studies of landfill sites in Europe have suggesting a link between elevated rates of birth defects and proximity to landfill sites.  For example, in the biggest UK study of associations between residence near landfill and birth outcome (Elliot 2001), it is noted that the area within 2km of landfill sites tended to be more deprived than the reference area used for comparisons. This work also note that the observed excess in birth outcome data is higher in deprived areas than in richer areas.

· an analysis of the ethnic characteristics of census wards containing sites holding a hazardous substances consent (Walker et al 2001). The ethnic characteristics (white, black, Asian, Chinese, Irish) of wards with and without major accident hazard sites were analysed at national and regional scales. This revealed some evidence of a disproportionate siting of major accident hazard sites in wards with higher levels of Asian population at national and regional levels; and a lesser degree of bias towards wards with higher black populations within some regions.  

· a number of studies examining the social distribution of poor air quality. For example Mitchell and Dorling (in press) analysed the social distribution of NO2 at the ward level for Britain. They found that different groups of the population are exposed to widely differing levels of NO2. Levels of exposure vary markedly with age, and with social deprivation so that the more deprived areas have higher levels of pollution. They identified a series of wards that were amongst the poorest in Britain, where NOX emissions from car ownership were very low, but where levels of NO2 were amongst the highest observed. This is interpreted as clearly inequitable as the residents contribute little to the pollution problem, but can do little about it 

These studies have begun to suggest that significant inequalities, for example, in proximity to risky and polluting installations and exposure to air pollution do exist in the UK – although there are significant methodological limitations to much of this work which necessarily limit the strengths of the claims that can currently be made. 
If however it is established or accepted that risks are disproportionately borne by particular sub-groups of the population, a debate is then needed as to how and why such inequalities have been created (in particular as to whether there is evidence of explicit or implicit bias or discrimination) and how policy reforms or initiatives may need to be developed in response.  
For example, if hazardous and polluting installations are primarily located in deprived areas, is this because of a deliberate practice of accumulating risks in communities that are unlikely to have the political clout to complain; or the result of more benign land use planning presumptions; or the combined historical outcome of urban and industrial change within housing, land and employment markets?  In response should there be a targeting of intervention and investment in risky and deprived locations; a general driving up of environmental risk standards in the expectation that the marginalised benefit the most; an emphasis on empowering disempowered communities; or a passive reliance on individuals to make their own choices?  
Such questions illustrate the challenges in addressing inequalities in environmental risk, the integral connections with broader dimensions of social justice and the fundamental ethical and moral issues involved.     
