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Executive Summary

The environmental justice (EJ) movement centers on racially and/or economically marginalized communities’ struggle against the “disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects”
 they face as a result of unfair policies and practices. Protests against Dow Chemical’s manufacturing of Agent Orange during the Vietnam War and Cesar Chavez’ protests on behalf of migrant farm workers in 1960s signaled the beginning of environmentally-related civil rights and social justice protests. The second wave of environmental justice protests began with the 1982 Warren County, North Carolina protest and continued against petroleum refineries and chemical manufacturers in Cancer Alley. The third phase was marked by the President Clinton’s 1994 Executive Order 12898 and U.S. EPA’s use of risk assessment to identify risks to “most sensitive populations.” We are now arguably in the fourth wave. There have been some successes: the Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management’s revamped brownfields redevelopment policies
, for example, but there have been just as many setbacks (such as the U.S. Supreme Court decision that Title VI of the Civil rights Act did not provide low-income, predominantly black residents of Camden, New Jersey residents with standing to challenge a slag grinding facility in their neighborhood). 

Progress in the field of environmental justice seems to have moved slowly in the 13 years since then, not to mention the 42 years since the grape boycotts of the 1960s. This thesis evaluates the extent to which Rhode Island environmental non-governmental and government agencies have operationalized environmental justice principles based on a combination of questionnaires, formal in-depth surveys and reviews of organizational records. 


 I found that most organizations have attempted to operationalize environmental justice principles, and some have even excelled within certain frameworks. Based off of these findings, I recommend that NGOs create more cohesion among themselves by standardizing environmental justice definitions and goals, increase the number and diversity of environmental justice projects and reach out to sensitive populations, but especially to low-income individuals. 

I further recommend that government groups establish environmental justice offices and officers, enhance coalition-building through outreach, institute mandatory environmental justice training as part of standard job training and increase transparency and access to information as much as possible.

Both groups should try to establish strong partnerships that would allow them to work in conjunction on new environmental justice programs and utilize new technology. And while both groups (but especially government groups) provide materials such as signage in a wide variety of languages, increasing the actual amount of information available in these other languages along with improving access to those materials

These suggestions, if implemented, should also be undertaken with an emphasis on empowering communities. Both categories of groups should increase the upward mobility of women (in positions of decision-making power) through paid parental leave and daycare options, engaging low-income individuals through workshops, green job training and micro-lending, and engaging people of color through youth and involved community member-turned-employee programs and coalition-building. 


To ensure a healthy and dynamic Rhode Island-based environmental justice movement, NGOs and government groups need to understand and evaluate their progress—it is the only way they will be able to advance the principles of a locally-based, sustainable and empowering movement.
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