Environmental Justice and Land Use
What is environmental justice?
The phrase is used in a lot of different ways to talk about a lot of different problems.  There probably isn’t a single definition that everyone agrees about.  But everyone might agree that environmental justice is about fairness.  About the right of all people to live in a safe and healthy environment.  About the right of all people to be free from pollution that is higher than allowed by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) standards.

What does land use have to do with environmental justice?

For the most part, pollution is a result of something people do.  We think of pollution as being caused by industries, and it certainly is.  Sometimes you can see the pollution in the sky leaving the smokestack of an industry or smell the bitter, sharp smell of certain types of pollutants in the air around an industry facility.  Especially here in New Mexico, if a business or industry uses large, heavy trucks as part of the industry, the dust in the air is pollution.  Every time an industry wants to open a facility or change what they do at a facility they have to have or change a permit.  Or even several permits.  When the system works correctly, the local government has good information and can make a decision to grant or deny the permit so that the land is used in ways that support a safe and healthy community.
How the land is used helps determine what kind of pollution you can expect to find.  And, if the land is used in ways that result in a lot of pollution in a small area but the way land is used in other areas results in little pollution, then there could be something that’s not fair.  There’s definitely something that’s not fair if families live in a neighborhood with a lot more pollution than other neighborhoods in their community or city.
What do zoning and planning have to do with environmental justice?

When used to protect the health of the community, zoning can identify the parts of the city that are off-limits for certain types of businesses or industry and other parts of the city or county where the more polluting industries our economy needs can go without harming people.  One problem with zoning is that it is often thought of as permanent – once a park, always a park.  Once a business or industry, always that business or industry.  But things change.  Most often, what we see in the US is that areas with low property values become desirable locations for industries.  Perhaps over a period of years or perhaps relatively suddenly, what was formerly farmland, or formerly a neighborhood has become “mixed use” or even simply industrial.  It is very hard to change zoning, though.  

This is where planning can really help.  Maybe, many years ago people thought there was enough land that whoever needed to could just move.  But that’s definitely no longer true – if it ever was.  Today careful planning with attention paid to a strong economy and a healthy community can erase environmental injustice and create a safe and healthy environment for residents and businesses.
How can I make a difference?

Here are three suggestions for what any person could do to help create a community where environmental justice is honored.
1.  Communication.  Even though industries and community members are often on opposite sides of the fence, the communities that have made a commitment to communication, to understanding the needs and benefits of both sides, have been very successful in creating new models where the two groups can live together.  The Baltimore harbor area is one such place.  Another is part of Chapel Hill, a small town in North Carolina.
2.  Public participation.  It’s hard.  It’s boring.  You have better things to do.  But find a way to learn more about the permits being considered in your area.  This tells you what industries are wishing to have a facility near you.  The information is on the web and, for air quality at least, is sent to neighborhood associations.  Make sure your voice is heard.  Maybe you can’t go to the public meetings but make sure your voice is heard.  Change may be slow in coming but a persistent voice from the community will cause change eventually.
3.  Personal decisions.  If a farmer uses conventional pesticides and herbicides, those chemicals can cause pollution.  And driving a car causes air pollution.  An oil leak in your car that drips onto your driveway causes pollution.  We can each be aware of the small things we do in our own activities that support a safe and healthy environment.  Dispose of hazardous wastes properly – that includes paints and many household cleaning products.  If you farm or have a garden, what are environmentally friendly products you can use in place of some of the very toxic herbicides and pesticides?  Every small change you can make, will improve the environment and work towards creating a safe and healthy community.
For more information contact the South Valley Partners for Environmental Justice (SVPEJ)
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318 Isleta SW – 452-8525 or svpej@rgcdc.org
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