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What is “Environmental Law”?

• Laws, regulations, government policy intended to protect the 

environment from harm

• The “environment” is extremely broad!

– Air (indoor air; outdoor air)

– Water (oceans; surface water; groundwater; drinking water)

– Land (soil; mountains; natural spaces)

– Living creatures (animals, plants and humans)

• Climate change is very important but it’s not the only thing

–Will impact almost everything (1.5 degree Celcius) but not equally

(concept: climate justice)
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What is “Environmental Law”?

• Criminal Law vs. Civil Law vs. Policy/Advocacy

• Criminal Law

–Jail time or $$ penalties for violating environmental laws

• Civil Law

–Lawsuits ($); transactional (buy/sell); other (permits, etc.)

• Policy/Advocacy

–Regulations; non-profit; “think tank”; other
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What is 
“Environmental 
Justice”?

Environmental

Justice



What is “Environmental Justice”?

• Minority and low-income communities, individuals and 

populations should not be disproportionately exposed to 

environmental hazards, and they should be meaningfully 

involved in making decisions that affect their environment.
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Early Days of Environmental Justice

• 1970s: Discussions in legal community and Civil Right’s activist groups

• 1982: Warren County, N.C. Protests
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Early Days of Environmental Justice
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• 1970s: early discussions in legal community and Civil Right’s activist groups

• 1982: Warren Co., N.C. Protests

• 1987: “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States” – Commission on Racial 

Justice of the United Church of Christ



Early Days of Environmental Justice
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Early Days of Environmental Justice

©2022 Seyfarth Shaw LLP. All rights reserved. Private and Confidential 14



Early Days of Environmental Justice
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• 1970s: early discussions in legal community and Civil Right’s activist groups

• 1982: Warren Co., N.C. Protests

• 1987: “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States” – Commission on Racial 

Justice of the United Church of Christ

• 1991: First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 

Washington D.C.

• 1993: ABA adopts resolution endorsing EJ principles

• 1994: President Clinton issued Executive Order 12,898, “Federal Actions to 

Address Environmental Justice in Minority and Low-Income Populations”



Early Days of Environmental Justice
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• Clinton Executive Order 12,898 (1994)

– Make EJ part of federal agency missions

– Develop EJ Strategy

– Continually revise EJ Strategy

– Consider economic and social implications of revisions to EJ Strategy



What does Environmental Injustice look like today?
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• Environmental and human health consideration

– What are we breathing?

– What are we eating?

– What are we drinking?

– What are living conditions?

– What are working conditions?

– What are conditions of children’s schools?

– Where are children playing?

– Are we being (or going to be) exposed to contaminants?



What does Environmental Injustice look like today?
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• Environmental and human health consideration (cont.)

– Contaminants in drinking water and recreational surface water

– Inadequate “Green Space” in urban and suburban communities

– Healthy homes and healthy schools

– Waste equity and siting of transfer stations

– Climate change-related issues

– Energy and transportation justice

– Food insecurity, quality and access

– Consumer product safety

– Zoning, permitting and local government decision-making



Environmental Justice Areas (Downstate NY)

• Potential EJ Areas

– Urban area > 52% 

“minority” OR

– Rural area > 26% 

“minority” OR

– Urban + Rural area 

> 22% income 

below federal 

poverty level
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Source: NYSDEC ArcGIS Webmap via www.dec.ny.gov/public/911.html 



Environmental Justice Areas (New York City)

• Potential EJ Areas

– Manhattan

– Bronx

– Queens

– Brooklyn

– Staten Island

©2022 Seyfarth Shaw LLP. All rights reserved. Private and Confidential 20
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Environmental Justice Areas (Uptown & Bronx)

• EJ Areas

– Most of the Bronx; 

Most of W.Heights; 

Most of Harlem

• Not EJ Areas

– Riverdale (Bx); 

West of B’Way

(Heights)
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Source: NYSDEC ArcGIS Webmap via www.dec.ny.gov/public/911.html 



What does Environmental Injustice look like today?
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What does Environmental Injustice look like today?
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• Redlining

– “Jim Crow” mortgage lending practices

– Neighborhoods labeled “hazardous”

– “Hazardous” = African Americans & Immigrants



What does Environmental Injustice look like today?

• Redlining
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What does Environmental Injustice look like today?
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• Redlining

– “Jim Crow” mortgage lending practices

– Neighborhoods labeled “hazardous”

– “Hazardous” = African Americans, Immigrants, poor, etc.

– Effects: 

 concentrating poverty / repressing home ownership rates / suppressing property values / 

increased industrial activity / increased pollution / less municipal investment / hotter climate





Environmental Justice Areas (New York City)

• Potential EJ Areas

– Manhattan

– Bronx

– Queens

– Brooklyn

– Staten Island
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Source: NYSDEC ArcGIS Webmap via www.dec.ny.gov/public/911.html 



Environmental Justice Areas (Uptown & Bronx)

• EJ Areas

– Most of the Bronx; 

Most of W.Heights; 

Most of Harlem

• Not EJ Areas

– Riverdale (Bx); 

West of B’Way

(Heights)
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Source: NYSDEC ArcGIS Webmap via www.dec.ny.gov/public/911.html 



Biden/Harris Administration
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• Executive Order: “Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad”

– Signed Wednesday Jan. 27, 2021 (1 week after taking Oath!)

– Establishes WH Office of Domestic Climate Policy and National Climate Task Force

– Directs agencies to address disproportionate health, environmental, economic and 

climate impacts on disadvantaged communities

– Establishes WH EJ Interagency Council and WH EJ Advisory Council

– Demands EJ enforcement from Department of Justice (DOJ)

– Justice40 Initiative (40% of federal investments to EJ communities)

– Updates Clinton Executive Order 12,898
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Recent EJ Victories



New York’s “Climate Leadership and Community 
Protection Act” (2019)
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• Climate Action Council

• Climate Justice Work Group

• EJ Advisory Group

• Interagency Coordinating Council



EJ Organizations
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• New York City Environmental Justice Alliance

– https://www.nyc-eja.org/

• WE ACT for Environmental Justice

– https://www.weact.org/ 

• New York Lawyers for the Public Interest

– https://nylpi.org/our-work/environmental-justice/

• Groundwork USA

– https://groundworkusa.org/ 

• National Black Environmental Justice Advocates

– https://www.nbejn.com/ 



Final remarks…
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• Power struggle between SYSTEMIC INEQUITY and JUSTICE

• Systems in place must be changed by YOU and your community members

– You must intervene and interrupt!

• Looks for allies – don’t reinvent the wheel

– Non-profits, local media, activists, other motivated people, etc.

• Seek and promote elected officials that share EJ VALUES

• Take care of your neighbors and yourself 

• The Earth is more than just the “environment” – we are the Earth 

– we are not “in the environment”; we are “with the environment”
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thank 
you

For more information please contact:

Jose Almanzar, Esq.

email: jalmanzar@seyfarth.com

phone: 212-218-5297
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