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ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES:
OVERCOMING THE INFORMATION-ACCESS PARADOX IN
URBAN COMMUNITIES

WENDY KELLOGG, Cleveland State University
ANJALI MATHUR, Earth Day Coalition

Abstract

Scientific studies and resident festimony suggest that urban residents in low-income and minority
communities have been subject to an unequal burden of environmental polfution and inequitable
environmental enforcement practices. A key component of the equitable development and imple-
meniation of environmental policies is the participation of citizens and community-based organi-
zations in the policy process. Such participation rests upon equitable dccess fo agency-generated
environmental information and effective use of that information by citizens. This article focuses on
the adoption of Infernet technologies by environmental agencies as o mechanism for disseminat-
ing information and the implications for fow-income and minority residenis in urban communities.
A framework is developed to guide a programmatic response fo overcome these implications. The
resulls from several community-based projects are described and cnalyzed for their capacity-
building effectiveness. Analysis of the projects indicates improvement in community capacity for
informaition access and use, which bolstered communily participation in the environmental deci-

sion-making process.

Citizen Partficipation in
Environmentc:rgol icy

In their efforts to influence policy development and
implermentation, citizens seek enhanced knowledge about
envivonmental conditions in their communities (NAPA
2001}, Three aspects of environmental knowledge are key
to democratic participation. Access to information about
environmental conditions and the adminisirative decision-
making processes that affect them is a prerequisite to ef-
fective political participation in environmenial policy mat-
ters (Desario and Langton 1987; Kellogg 19983, The level
and kind of access 1s a function of both the dissemination
practices of the environmental agency and the skiil level
of the citizenry, Second, citizens and thewr community-
based orgamzations must know how 1o use information
effectively (Sawicki and Craig 1996) in public processes
for improving environmental conditions. Finally, citizens
may generate or develop information that can allow them

to bring their own perspectives and rationality to the regu-
fatory process (Heiman 1997; Susskind and Cruikshank
1987; Fischer 1990).

While the information aspects of citizen participation
m regulatory decision making is neither new nor unigue to
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urban, low-income, minority conununities, when it is com-
bined with technological change, these settings create an
nteresting circumstance in which demecratic and techno-
cratic ideologies play out. The focus of this article is how
access to mformation has been shaped by the adoption of
the Internet as an mformation-dissemination mechanism
by environmental regulatory and public health agencies,
and the imptications of this adoption for urban environ-
mental justice communities. The article first describes ur-
ban envirommental quality issues atfecting low-mcome and
minority communities. It then discusses the current envi-
romimental justice policy response to these concemns and
its relevance to information access. We present a theoreti-
cal framework for understanding the variables that shape
information dissemination and the environmental justice
implications of Internet adoption for environmental infos-
mation providers. The implication of this technology on
the role of citizens is discussed. We describe and assess a
case study of a partnership that is responding to informa-
tion-capacity needs in four low-income and minority neigh-
borhoods and the community-based projects that have been
developed under its umbrella.

Urban Envirenmental Quality

Hovironmental quality and some of the resulting hurnan
health effects have become high-priority issues m many
urban neighborhoods. America’s aging cities suffer froma
variety of pollution problems stemming From their mdus-
trial heritage and presemi-day mdustrial productivity. In
many older city neighborhoods, large and small pollution-
generating facilities operate next door to residential areas,
schools, and community institutions. Air emissions of
acutely hazardous chemicals, the presence of hazardous
waste generators, and proximity to hazardous waste treat-
ment, storage. and disposal facilities are typical to many
older urban neighborhoods. In addition, urban residents,
like their suburban counterparts, are exposed to nifrogen
and sulfur-dioxide concentrations generated by automo-
biles and coal-buming electric utility plants (Goldman
1991; EPA 2002).

Urban residents tend to have greater exposure to poliut-
ants because they live closer to mdustrial areas, near or on
contaminated land, and in degraded structiwres (Bullard and
Wright 1992}, They also tend to have lower income levels
and are more likely to be African American, Hispanic or
Latino, either because low income prechudes the purchase
or rental of housing away from contaminants, or because
of historical patterms of racial and ethnic segregation. Ac-
cording to two studies by the United Church of Christ
{1987, 1994), residents of low-income and minority com-
munities i the United States are nearly twice as likely to
live near a hazardous waste handling facility or an aban-
doned waste dump site than those living above the poverty
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line or in nonminority communities. In the face of these
environmental health risks, urban residents are among those
least well-equipped to mitigate environmental and health
hazards because of past and current discriminatory prac-
tices, which have resulted in decreased social and personal
resowrces (Fitzpatrick and LaGory 2000).

These environmental pollatants place stress onthe health
of urban residents, Residents of Anierica’s urban counties
exhibit higher-than-average deaths from cardiopulmonary
disease attributable to particulate air poltution (Shprentz
1996} and higher-than-average death rates from lung can-
cer, breast cancer, and pediatric cancers. Urban children
also seem to suffer from elevated blood lead levels and
asthma more often than their suburban counterparts
{ATSDR 1988%; Goldman 1991). Thus, urban neighbor-
hoods, which usually do not have substantial access to
political power or economic resources, tend to bear the
brunt of envirommental burdens (Shuikin 2000).

Policy Regarding Environmental Justice
and Information

In response to the disproportionate burden of environ-
mental contaminants faced by many poor or minovity resi-
dents (GAG 1983; UCC 1987, 1994), President Clinton
signed Executive Grder 12898 in 1994 to establish envi-
ronmental justice as a priority for the administration’s en-
vironmental policy. The executive order requires all fed-
eral agencies to examine their policies and programs to
ensure they do not discriminate, mtentionally or uninten-
tionally, on the basis of race or mcome. In promulgating
the executive order, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (HPA) defines environmental justice as “[tjhe fair
treatment and meaningful mveolvement of all people re-
gardless of race, color, natural origin, or income with re-
spect to the development, implementation and enforcement
of environmental laws, regulations and policies” (HPA
1968).

The order’s two components——fair treatment and mean-
mgtul involvement-tmpose two different requirements on
federal agencies. Fair treatment oeans that “no groups of
people, including racial, ethnic or socioeconormic groups,
should bear a disproportionate share of the negative envi-
renrtiental consequences resulting from mdustrial, munici-
pal, and commercial operations or the execution of fed-
eral, state, local, and tribal programs and policies” (EPA
1998).

The EPA’s definition of environmental justice also rec-
ognizes that meaningful involvement of citizens is a pre-
requistte to the development of just environmental poli-
cies and administrative decisions. Many low-imcome and
minority communities historically have been excladed
from public decision-making processes, and the execu-



ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES

tive order was intended to reverse this exclusion. The
executive order specifically requires that minority and
low-income communities be provided equal access to
public information about human health and environmen-
tal matters (Clinton 1984; EPA 1999). However, a recent
evaluation of EPA’s enviromnental justice practices re-
garding permit processes conducted by the National Acad-
emy of Public Administration {2001} found that, despite
its commitment to environmental justice, the agency had
not adequately integrated environmental justice and com-
munity participation into its permit processes. T he study
also concluded that despite the EPA’s efforts to dissemi-
nate environmental information, “disproportionately im-
pacted community members want betfer access to tech-
nical mformation that will enable them to parficipate more
effectively in negotiations about permit terms and condi-
tions” (NAPA 2001, 4).

Such access is a key first step to participation. To the
extent that citizens and their organizations can retrieve, use,
and create mformation effectively, they can shape policy
agendas and the knowledge that forms the basis of techni-
cal decisions. They can better exert their understanding of
environmental risks, opportunities, and sclutions in the
policy process and bring their locally generated data and
expertise to the policy discourse (Forester 1989; Fischer
20000,

The development of the Intermet as an information tech-
nology has been significant to the avatlability of and ac-
cess to environmental information, although its overall ef-
fect is still uncertain (Ramasubramanian 1995). Proponents
argue that its potential to overcome impediments 1o infoi-
mation access will grow as information becomes more user-
friendly (Naisbitt 1994). An equally likely scenario, based
on past experiences with more traditional information-re-
source access, is that any inequality in accessing informa-
tion using the Internet may lead to increased social polar-
ization {Castells 1989). The Internet is, after all, a
technological artifact that has been adopted by the core
bureaucracies entrenched in what Giddens (1990) calls the
“expert systems” that have come to dominate environmental
conditions in the late twentieth century. I a society that is
mereasingly adopting a technocratic ideology (Leiss 1990),
how well can people without technocratic expertise—which
grants considerable power to affect decisions—participate”

'The adoption of information technologies such as the
Internet has great implications for low-income and minor-
ity urban residents and the community-based organizations
working in these neighborhoods. Long-standing wequali-
ties in resource access {mcluding information accessy be-
tween more afffuent and less affluent communities raises
issues of environmental justice if the adoption of these tech-
nologies creates disproportionate access to environmental
information. This poses a problem for those seeking to

overcome environmental inequities, as they have been
manifest in urban neighborhoods and are at the core of the
problem that the project described here seeks to address.

Several questions arise from this discussion: What is
the role of information in citizen participation in agency
decision-making processes? What factors shape the avail-
ability of information provided by the agencies? What
wmnplications does the Internet have for access to agency
information m low-income and minority commumities?
What skills are needed by neighborheod leaders to partici-
pate more effectively in environmental problem solving?
These questions have guided development of the theoreti-
cal framework presented below.

Theoretical Framework

Information and Agency Policy Development and
Implementation

Information is an input to policy formulation and deci-
sion making, and is an outcome of policy implementation,
Urban residents and community-basad organizations have
a role i both aspects.

Input. The role of citizens in policy-formulation pro-
cesses may vary and is determined by the agency’s imfor-
mation needs and preferences and by citizens” willing-
ness and capacity to participate. To fulfill their legal
responsibility, regulatory agencies often solicit comments
from citizens, traditionally during public meetings and
hearings or through written correspondence. Regulatory
agencies may seck information from citizens about com-
munity objectives and preferences m ovder to develop
policies and programs that are more suitable (Forester
1989 Tauxe 1995; Kellogg 1998) or to solicit substantive
or scientific mformation from cifizens to improve the
agency’s decision making (Kweit and Kweit 1987y —for
exarmple, through creation of citizen advisory or stake-
holder committees. Considerable evidence exists that many
citizens not only understand scientific information gener-
ated by the agency, but, when provided with an appropri-
ate opportunity, can provide additional locally generated
scientific information or work with agency staff to design
research and analyze data (Landre and Knumh 1993;
Heiwman 1997; Kellogg 1998). This enbanced participa-
tion in public policy decisions often reframes the notion
of “expert” in the process. When citizens and their orga-
nizations can generate information and form their own
tocal knowledge systems, they can begin to define an al-
ternative rationality to frame decisions, that is, the rules,
evidence, and decision-makmg criteria thev consider most
appropriate for making decisions about environmental
conditions in their neighborhoods (Fischer 2000}, Through
such capacify, they can negotiate the rules for managing
environmental conditions (Kunreuther and Slovic 1996).
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We assert, however, that such capacity rests on a working
knowledge of the “instrumental rationality” embedded in
the regulatory agencies that generate and control most of
environmental data that can be used by citizens and thewr
commumty-based organizations.

Cutput. Law and policy shape the owtput of informa-
tion i the policy-implementation process, determining both
the information that is generated and its relative availabit-
ity to the public. Most environmental regulatory laws re-
quire facilities that discharge pollution into the awr, water,
o1 land to monitor their emissions and to report these emis-
sions to the regulatory agency to ensure compliance with
emission permits. Agency databases on polhutant emissions
are, for the most part, generated this way. Environmental
regulatory agencies also monitor ambient air quality with
monitoring stations across the United States for a set of
six national “criteria’ air pollutants (sulfur dioxide, nitro-
gen dioxide, particulate matters, carbon monoxide, lead,
and ground-level ozone). Much of the data generated by
the mix of facility reporting and agency monitering of amn-
bient environmental conditions is available to the public.
Congressional intent in passing environmental laws was
to improve environmental quality and safety i communi-
ties. and a key sirategy was to allow officials and citizens
access to information on enforcement and implementation.
Table 1 summarizes major LS. environmental laws and

the data generated through their implementation.? Many
of the databases developed through federal-level environ-
mental regulation are available today from the EPA and
other agencies on the Internet.

Refrieving Information from Public
Bureaucracies

Citizens need several types of information from envi-
ronmental bureaucracies to participate effectively in the
public deciston-making process. Citizens nead to know
to what information they are legally entitled. They need
information about environmental conditions to judge the
relative risks of environmental hazards and to prioritize
their efforts. They also need information about how
agency bureaucracies are structured and the administra-
tive procedures and practices of the agency. The avail-
ability of agency resources and agency authority and
mandates are essential to understanding what a particu-
lar agency is legally required to do or is authorized to do
about a specific problem. Retrieving such information is
done through a burcaucracy, which shapes the accessi-
bitity of the mformation.

Describing the delivery of services in public-welfare
agencies, Lipsky (1980) suggests a framework for under-
standing how dissemination and access to information, as
a public good. 1s shaped: “[Tlheoretically there 15 no limit

Water Act 1974, 1986

Toxic Substaness
Conirol Act 1972

Resource Conservetion
Recovery Act 1974

Comprehensive Emergency
Response Compensation
and Liability Act 1980;
Superfund Amendments
and Reauthorization Act

1986

Emergency Planning
Community Right to
Know Act 1926
Pollution Prevention Act

1999

Stofes.

owned water supply systems

EPA testing of substances and
company testing of prociuds
Manifest system cradle fo grove to
froack generation, use, an ciispcsc:i
of hazardous waste

EPA. investigation of Superfund sites”

Facility reporting fo the EPA; facility
reparting fo local Emergency
Planning Committees

Facility reporting fo the EPA

systems

Regulated chemicals and their
estimated health effects

Facility generation, trectment,
storage, and disposd records

Notioned Pricrity st

Toxic Relense Inventory ™ Local
Ermergency Response Plans®**

Datobase oigpo”uﬁon-pravanﬁon
achivities and reduction in emissions

Table T Selected Major Federal Environmental Laws in the United States and Data-Generation Requirements
Lerw Destarcollection requirements Data produced Ondine access
Clean Air Act Discharge permits and menitoring Emissions and ambsient air quality EPA
1970, 1977, 1990 stations measurements for six po”u?cmis
Clean Weter Act National Pollution Discharge Effluent emissions and ambient EPA
1972, 1987 Eliminate System pemits and surface surface water quality measurements
water moniloring
Safe Drinking Menitoring ond sompling of publicly Levels for 77 pollutants in water EPA

EPA, Agency for Toxic Subsiances
and Disease Registry

EPA, Resource Conservation
Recovery Information System

EPA, Comprehensive Emergency
Response Compensafion an
Lichility Information System

EPA, Environmental Defense
SCORECARD; Right to Know
Network
EPA, Environmental Defense
SCORECARD; Right to Know
Network

*The Superfund is o trust crected from o tax on genei'qﬁn%indusi‘ries for use by the EPA to clean up hazardous waste disposal sifes in emergency situdtions posing significant
Hhreot fo human heolth or the ervironment if corporate liobility has not yet been defermined.

**The list of hozardous woste disposal sites thef hove been deemed in need of emedial dean up by the federal government; some 35,000 sites currently exist in the United

“**The Toxic Release Inventory is the release data for mare than 400 substances that are considered foxic by the EPA. Generating faciliies must account for the release into air,
water, or land, transfer off-site fo trectment fexilifies, ete. for greater than 25,000 pounds per annum of these substances.

*=**Facilifies usi:;g and sforin% substantial quantifies of hazordous materiols for production purposes must identify these substances fo Local Emergency Planning Committees
that develop resident and employee evacuation plans in the event of unintended releases.
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to the demand for free public goods. Agencies that pro-
vide public goods must and will devise ways to ration them.
To ration goods or services is to establish the level or pro-
portions of thewr distribution ... [S]ervices may be rationed
by varying the total amount available, or by varying the
distribution of a fixed amount” (Lipsky 1980, 213).

Lipsky concludes that “despite [the] rhetoric of the
agency and the good intentions of its staff to become more
client oviented, to receive more citizen input and 1o en-
courage clients to speak out” (226}, in order to conserve
agency and personal resources, public agencies that pro-
vide public goods and services devise ways to ration them
by decreasing demand on the agency.

According to Lipsky, this rationing is accomplished in
several ways: extracting a cost for the public good, devis-
ing routines, restricting access, and-—pervading all
these—shaping the flow of information. Although public
agencies can rarely charge clients directly for services,
indirect monetary costs are imposed as travel or loss of
work time to receive a requested service. Time can be
extracted either through the time spent interacting with
the bureaucracy, or in the time requirement of procedures,
routines, and waiting periods. Bureaucracies develop or-
ganizational routines or procedural requirerments as pre-
requisites to the delivery of services, such as filling out
the proper forms or providing documentation. Bureau-
cracies may restrict delivery of their services to a specific
type of chient based on atiributes relevant to the services,
such as geographic location or the personal characteris-
tics of the client. These costs, routines, and classifica-
tioms protect the agency staff from requests for flexibility
or discretionary action, provide a system for accountahil-
ity, and limit demand on agency goods and services. The
street-level bureaucrats who interact most directly with
clients and citizens have the greatest discretion in how
they enforce or don’t enforce organizational routines and
requirements (Lipsky 1980),

This same framework can be used to analyze the acces-
sibility of environmental information to whban residents.
Agencies that hold environmental or public health infor-
mation either ration the amount of information available
or vary the distribution of information according to differ-
ent classes of recipients. This rationing often occurs de-
spite the agency s rhetoric to the contrary.

Rationing the amoumnt of environmental data that is
made available 1o the public is often a result of agency
resource constraints, as well as the staft and comyputer
time required to process data collected by the agency.
For example, Toxic Release lnventory data, which is sub-
mitted annually to the EPA by thousands of facilities, is
made available to the general public two years after it is
reported because of the limitations of staff resources to
process the data.

Environmental information is also rationed by routines
and procedures that may extract a significant cost from the
citizen. Environmental information traditionally has been
available by contacting the regulatory agency directly by
mail or by telephone. It is customary o require written
requests for information, usually on a form provided by
the agency. It is not uncomimon that information offices
tevy a fee for data compilation, mailmg, printing, or pho-
tocopying costs. Some information is available only in the
agency’s office, and often no photocopyimg is permitted.
Information seckers must schedule an appointment to visit
the office, travel to the office, wait until data is brought to
a secured room, and then take notes from hundreds of pages
of data. Thus, access to information, even for those who
can pay for it in time or travel costs, is limited by the rules
and regulations adopted by the organization.

Of course, the discretion of an agency employee may
have a significant effect on information accessibility.
Agency offices usually have a public information officer
wheo is, In part, a gatekeeper, directing citizens to the ap-
propriate staff person in the organization, or mforming citi-
zens what mformation is available and the procedures re-
quired for obtaiming it. Offen, citizens lack the knowledge
of the regulatory system to ask questions that conform to
the media-based divisions of the organization. Instead, their
requests may take the form of acomplaint that is generally
articulated. The mformation officer who receives a com-
plaint or request for information can easily tell the citizen
that the information (as it has been framed by the citizen)
is not avatlable. Alternatively, the citizen may be over-
whelmed with technical questions by an officer who os-
tensibly is seeking clarification. The citizen may give up
because he or she does not understand the questions or the
reasons for them. For citizens unfamiliar with the environ-
mental regulatory systern, or who distrust government agen-
cies, these interactions may severely restrict their ability
to obtain information.

An entirely different situation may exist when the in-
formation officer or agency technical staff member knows
the citizen seeking information. Because of ongoing regu-
fatory processes, agencies and regulated facilities tend to
have interorganizational and personal relationships, These
relationships constitute a regulatory community that de-
velops its own regulatory culture (Meidinger 1987} in
which mformation flows more freely. Unfortunately, the
broader community that is affected by the decisions reached
during these processes often has no such relationship, ei-
ther between organizations or between individuals within
the organizations. Such relationships can be vital to break-
ing through the impersonal routines of Lipsky s street-fevel
bureauncrats.
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The Internet and Information Rationing

As part of their provision of public information, federal
and state government agencies are adopting Internet tech-
nologies that are changing the quantity and quality of data
available. The HPA, for example, has commitied itself to
dispersing information using the Internet, and it has made
a wide range of data and information about the agency and
its programs available online. The Intenet can, in theotry,
make greater amounts of information available. A Web page
may be expected to alleviate many of Lipsky’s discrefion-
ary costs imposed by staff: it does not have the ability to
withhold mformation, and the time costs should, in theory,
be less than an in-person visit. Internet-based mformation,
however, does not rectify the monetary costs. Nor does it
necessarly overcome the citizen’s unfamiliarity with how
the agency functions more than a traditional contact with a
staff person. Placimg imformation on the Internet actsas a
rationing mechanism because access to the Infernet requires
a computer and imtroduces the need for a whole new set of
skills and knowledge for its use. The rationing problem is
deeper. however.

As many agencies are making new nformation avail-
able on the Internet, they are also curtailing the availabil-
ity of information through traditional mechanisms such as
the telephone (Coder 1997). partly due to reductions in
staffing resources. An information-access paradox is de-
veloping: as greater amounts of environmental mforma-
tions are made available over the Internet, a substantial pos-
tion of the population—those without access to computers
and without good Internet skilis—fall farthey behind. This
paradox of information access is an environmental justice
concern because it tends to occur in communities that tra-
diticnally have been disadvantaged in access fo technolo-
gies and disenfranchised in political participation as a re-
sult, m part, of public peolicy.

How is this imformation paradox manifested m low-m-
come and minority communities? A search of both Internet-
based literature and traditional outlets for scholardy research
revealed many atticles on the need to bring information
techriiclogies to inmer-city, wrban, poor, and low-income
neighborhoods (Benton Foundation 1998). Recent ULS.
federal studies of the use of compraters in American house-
holds reveal significantly lower frequencies of computer
possession and online access among central-city residents
and among houscholds with incomes under $25,000.
Among households with both of these characteristics, less
than 10 percent have online service (NTIA 1997). Con-
cerns persist that low-income, central-city residents have
become an “information underclass’ {Benton Foundation
1998).

578

Programmatic Response: Overcoming
the Paradox

What are the necessary conditions that will facilitate
mnproved access to and use of Internet-based environmen-
tal information for residents and organizations in America’s
urban neighborhoods? The kev is to mcrease the social
capital for access, use, and generation so that commumi-
ties can manage information for their own purposes.

Many obstacles exist that can prevent traditionally dis-
enfranchised neighborhoods from accessing environmen-
tal mformation and using it effectively. These obstacles
include uncertainty about what information is available or
where to obtam it; lack of access to information technolo-
gies, infrastructure, and hardware; inadequate formal edu-
cation and experience to understand the data; and absence
of the skills needed to process data iuto knowledge, which
is the basis for effective participation (Lee 1992; Sawicki
and Craig 1996). Gaining physical access to Internet-based
information is not enough to overcome the paradox of the
Intermet as an imformation rationing mechanism. The com-
munity in question must gain control of the management
of mformation itself (Kweit and Kweit 1987; Kellogp
19990). To do this, citizens must be able to identify prob-
ferns, assess data needs, identify data sources, collect and
analyze data to create useful mformation, deliver this -
formation to the community, and engage commumnity mem-
bers in efforts to solve problems.

While realization of the ideal state is unlikely, the role
of community-based organizations is critical in building
social capital for Internet use and participation in envi-
rontnental decision-making processes. Community-based
organizations working in urban neighborhoods have his-
torically played an important role in mobilizing resources
and resident participation in housing, poverty, and corn-
mercial revitalization efforts. Community-based organi-
zations today seek to address environmental and envi-
ronmental health problems in their neighborhoods
{(Heiman 1997; Kellogg 1999a; NAPA 2001}, Commu-
nity-based organizations with training and resources could
provide a contact point, act as franslators of environmen-
tal mformation to enhance community knowledge base,
train residents to use the Internet, and organize participa-
tion in environmentat problem solving. Without enhanced
social capital, new information technologies will be
underutilized, and therefore less inclusive of tradition-
ally disenfranchised residents.

It is unlikely, however that community-based organiza-
tions and community leaders who have hittle experience in
navigating environraental regulatory processes will be able
to build social capital alone. In studies completed in 1996
2000, commmunity-based organizations in seven metropoli-
tan areas in Ohio and metropolitan areas in six other states
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wdicated a need for technical assistance in their efforts to
acquire information through the use of the Internet
(Stoecker and Stuber 1997: Kellogg 2000). Here, the role
of collaboration and partnerships can provide additional
resources to begin this process and to reconfigure the ex-
pert systems involved in envivommental decision making,
One such parmership has formed to address formation
access, use, and generation, including access to mforma-
tion using the Internet.

Sustainable Cleveland
Partnership: Design and Implementation

History and Underlying Principles

The Sustainable Cleveland Partnership {SCP) grew out
of a series of conversations among several environmental
and community-based practitioners and researchers. These
discussions led to recognition of similar interests and em-
phases on community-based mformation access and envi-
ronmental justice issues among projects that were begin-
ning in Cleveland. The SCP has evolved into a dynamic
and unique parmership of approximately a dozen repre-
sentatives from community-based service and development
organizations, local and national environmental organiza-
tions, local, county, state, and federal planning and envi-
ronmental regulatory agencies, and a local university.?

‘the partnership began meeting tn ecarly 1997 and de-
velopaed a mission, vision statement, and a set of program-
matic goals. It became clear that although many environ-
mental problems—air pollution, pediatric lead poisoning,
vacani lots and brownfields, and a lack of greenspace—
exist in Cleveland’s neighborhioods, residents participatad
infrequently in the decision-making processes that had
shaped those conditions. Partners fromneighborhood-based
and social service organizations identified madequate ac-
cess to environmental mformation resources and tools as
the root cause of this lack of participation.

Over several months, the partoers adopted an overall
strategy whereby commmunity-based organizations would
serve as vehicles 1o enhance the use of computer-basad
information sources in the community. These organizations
would patticipate i projects 1o develop information tools
and resources to increase accessibility. The partmers agreed
the goal was to build capacity among community mem-
bers, so that over time, the role of the SCP partners would
shift from project development toward technical advising
and facilitation of community-initiated activities. The part-
ners also reached a consensus that the SCP process and
products should be replicable and useful not only to
Clevelanders, but to other communities. To that end, each
parmership meeting was documented and the products that
were created have been evaluated.

The partmership was also an opportunity to build rela-
tionships across traditional organizational and bureaucratic
boundaries. As comraunication was enhanced between or-
ganizations and individuals, personal relationships were
established and SCP partaers and the participants from the
target commmunities became part of the regulatory culture
m Cleveland that 1s accepted as legitimate by agencies and
the regulated community. Eventually, neighborhood orga-
nizations and residents would have the capacity to be “at
the tabde’” or “in the conversation’ to begin redefinmg the
expert systems that frame environmental decision-making
processes that affected the community.

Four programmatic goals were adopted by the partners:
{1) enhance the availability and relevance of environmen-
tal information provided to urban neighborhoods by gov-
emment agencies and nonprofit organizations: (2) improve
the capacity of community leaders {residents and commu-
nity organization staff) to use the Intermet as an informa-
tion-access tool; {3) mnprove the capacity to use environ-
mental information among these community leaders, so
that the information gained from the Internet or other
sources would be put to use effectively to address environ-
mental proidems these leaders identified as priovities; and
{4} facilitate new and enhanced working relationships
among Cleveland’s neighborhood-based organizations,
regulatory agencies, and the envirowmental advocacy com-
munity. These goals have been sought through design and
delivery of four interrelated projects over the last four years,
which are described hereinafter.

Environmental Health Action Guide (1997-98)

The goal of enhancing the availability and relevance of
environmental mformation provided by govermmment agen-
cies and nonprofit organizations forurban neighborhoods
was addressed primarily through the development of an
online Environmental Health Action Guide. Early in the
process, the SCP organized a community meeting in one
of the target neighborhoods to announce the formation of
the partnership and to solicit information about the envi-
ronmental health issues that concemed neighborthood lead-
ers and residents. The partmers subsequently reviewed
many Internet sources of mformation on these issues and
assessed the Web pages on the basis of their relevance to
wban neighborhoods. Partmers discovered that some of
the identified issues were not well covered in existing Web
pages, and many of the existing Web pages were designed
for the experienced Internet user, The SCP decided to cre-
ate a Web page on environmental health 1ssues oriented
toward action that urban residents could take to decrease
their exposure risk. The specific topics were based on ad-
ditional information collected through one-on-one surveys
with neighborhood leaders. Hach page on the Internet
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guide uses the same overall format: a scenario story, a
series of guestions and answers about the particular envi-
ronmental health topic, suggestions for actions to reduce
risks, and sources for additional mformation about the
problerm.*

The content and format were revised several times by
the SCP partners in direct cooperation with the participants,
who became mermbers of the Sustainable Cleveland Lead-
ership Team (see below). This ensured the imformation
avaitable through the guide was relevant and accessible to
neighborhood residents and their community-based orga-
nizations. The guide was released in November 1998 on
the Internet. Hard-copy versions were also prinfed and dis-
tributed over the next two years through community msti-
tutions in Cleveland. More than 2,500 free copies of the
HEnvironmental Health Action Guide have been delivered
to schools, churches, community groups, and at confer-
ences and workshops through an extensive outreach pro-
gram conducted by the SCP project staff.

Sustainable Cleveland Leadership Team (1999
and 2000)

The goal of improving the capacity of community lead-
ers {residents and community organization stafl) to address
environmental issues was accomplished through a sertes
of workshops held in four neighborhoods’ in the city of
Cleveland. Two sessions of the leadership training were
deliverad approximately one year apart. The workshops
were designed to improve use of the Intermet as an access
tool and to improve the information-use capacity for solv-
ing or mitigating environmental problems. The objective
was to create a cadre of environmenial leaders (the Sus-
tainable Cleveland Leadership Team) from the target neigh-
borhoods who could then assist other organizations and
residents in their community in addressing environmental
bealth concerns.

The content and structure of the workshops were based
on three hypotheses: participants needed significant hands-
on time using the Intermet as an information-gathering tool;
use of information available from the Internet would only
be effective if the user had a broader understanding of the
conditions and context in which information was genei-
ated and used: and, participants should come away from
the workshops better able 1o address environmental prob-
ferns in their communities in addition to gaining a broader
understanding of substantive envivonmental health issues®

Overall, participants worked through a process focused
on problem-solving capacity. The workshop module top-
s inchuded urban sustamability and environmental jus-
tice; a structured, seven-step problemn-solving process; the
information-management needs for problem solving, in-
cluding a review of the major environmental laws and the
regulatory framework that shapes the information that is
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available from public agencies; risk assessment as the ba-
sis of regulatory policies and priority setting; and processes
to develop strategies for taking action.” Fach workshop
tasted two to theee hours. All of the modules used interac-
tive exercises that either involved the leadership trainees
in problem-solving exercises using a case study or con-
cerns they had raised about thetr own neighborhoods, or
mvolved them in searching for environmental mformation
on the Internet. Each workshop also included a printed
handbook (tools and additionat hard-copy and Internet re-
sources} for the participants to use once the fraining was
completed.

The SCP graduated 18 environmental leaders i the first
session m the spring of 1999 and trained an additional 14
Ieaders in the second session held i the spring of 2000,
The trainees each received a certificate of recognition at
the end of the process. Many of these graduates are now
actively engaged in organizing participants in their com-
munities for work on specific environmental health issues
that have been identified since the training.*

Neighborhood Audif Profile (1999)

The Neighborhood Andit Profile project m the sumimer
of 1999 was designed t0 orient participants fo the identifi-
cation and collection of data specific to their neighborhood
as a first step to environmental problem solving. Several
teadership team graduates took part in the project, assist-
mg in the taming of their fellow neighborhood leaders.
The project developed a profile of envivonmental atiributes
for the Lee-Harvard-Miles neighborhood in the southeast
side of Cleveland. The profile was based on attributes iden-
tifted with community leaders through several meetings.
In two workshops, residents identified important sources
of data aboui these atiributes and collected some of the
tata using the Intemnet. The attributes mchaded demograph-
ics, air pollution, Toxic Release Inventory facilities, con-
taminated land parcels, and the location of parks and open
space. Project staff and student assistants created a IS5
map to tlustrate the location of these attributes. The maps
generated considerable discussion among the participants,
which led to discovery of a problem that is now under -
vestigation by neighborhood leaders (see below). The re-
sults of the workshops were assembled to a handbook
and delivered back to the participants. The project hand-
book provides step-by-step instructions for retrieving
Intesnet-based envirommental data.”

Risk Training (2001)

New fraining modules that focus on environmental risk
of toxic air pollutants have most recently been developed
and delivered to neighborhood groups. Risk assessment
and management is the dominant framework for environ-
mental policy development and implementation today in
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the United States, and it drives many ol the decisions that
affect wban neighborhoods. The Sustainable Cleveland
Leadership Team workshops included risk-management
concepts and basic risk-assessment techniques. The lat-
est workshop topics included the basics of air toxins, en-
vironmental justice and Title V, environmental risk as-
sessment, and good neighbor campaigns.'’ A round of
risk-oriented training in additional neighborhoods was
delivered in 2002,

Project Outcomes and Conclusions

The memmbers of the SCP are convinced from the expe-
rience designing and implementing these projects that a
multifaceted, integrated approach to the access and use of
environmental information has built the strongest basis for
overcoming the rationing effect of the shift to Internet-based
environmental information. This approach sought to im-
prove the relevance of information available, improve skills
to use the technology, improve community knowledge of
the environmental regulatory system and the kind of mfor-
mation that is available to residents, and enhance knowl-
edge of the decision-making processes that shape environ-
menial conditions in whan neighborhoods.

The development of the Web-based Environmental
Health Action Guide and the distribution of a hard-copy
format to dozens of organizations and hundreds of resi-
dents has enhanced the information materials available to
Cleveland’s neighborhoods. The Web site has received sev-
eral thowsand hits.

Access to a computer 18 a critical issue for many resi-
dents and community leaders in wban neighborhoods
{Benton Foundation 1998}, The Internet-mntensive work-
shops were held at the university computer lab. A few of
the Sustainable Cleveland Leadership Team participants
had computers in their homes or at work, but most used
computers available at their neighborhood public library
or recreation center. Cleveland is fortunate to have a rela-
tively well-developed system for public access to the
Internet at these locations. Participants in the workshop
trainings exhibited significant improved capacity for us-
ing the Internet. Many participants had not previously used
the Internet, and by the end of the workshops they were
accessing information about their own neighborhood
through the EPA’s Envirofacts Warehouse and Enviro-
Mapper sites and the Environmental Defense SCORE-
CARD.Y Participants viewed the Internet as one of the most
effective mechanisms to allow them to influence environ-
mental decision-making processes in their communities.
These new or improved skills have begun to overcome
many of the aspects of the Internet technology paradox.

The leadership team graduates have dermonstrated an
improved capacity for using information to address prob-

lerns, both because of their enhanced understanding of
environmental issues and of how information is generated
and used in decision making. During the neighborhood
mapping process for the 1999 Neighborhood Audit Profile
project, participants discovered that a cul-de-sac of
townhouses was located on a site they knew had been an
aufo junkvard i the past. The site was investigated using
Internet resources, and the leadership team and project
members discovered it in fact had been designated a “po-
tentially hazardous waste site”” in the Ohio EPA’s master
sites list, receiving a “low-priority” status. Neighborhood
leaders are concerned, however. The Lee-Seville-Miles
Citizens Council, well-represented among the workshop
participants, has initiated a local health survey for resi-
dents of the townhouses. The SCP partnership is assisting
with volunteers to help the council conduct the survey.

Members of a comumunity-based organization in the St.
Clair-Superior neighborhood, also well represented on the
leadership team, have made an environmental justice peti-
tion to the Ohio EPA regarding a draft air pollution permit
(Title V) application by an electric utility company. The
company seeks to start up some old generation units that
had been grandfathered under the Clean Awr Act amend-
ments. These units, however, are several times more pol-
luting than those with new source-polintion controls.
Neighborhood residents and leaders, some of whom were
the first graduates of the leadership team. are concerned
about increased air pollution o a community that is al-
ready burdened with environmental and health problems.
The group meets regularty with Obio EPA staff (one of
whom is an 5CP partner) to address these concems.

The various projects of the SCP have fostered network-
g and collaboration among divergent groups in Cleve-
fand. Our efforts to identify and create new community
assets, including community-based sources of information
and existing knowledge about problem solving, have been
shared among diverse community sectors—environien-
tal, community development. service, and healtb. The work
on the projects has also begun to build new relationships
between the regional offices of state and federal regula-
tory agencies and several neighborhood and citywide or-
ganizations which traditionally have not focused on envi-
ronmental problems. These organizations have begun
making connections between healthy communities, sus-
tainable communities, community development, and envi-
ronmental issues. This has been one of the most interest-
ing outcomes of the SCP.

SCP efforts have proven replicable. The Sustainable
Washington Alliance has developed an Environmental
Health Action Guide using the SCP Internet guide as a
model.? A new parmership of university and community-
based organizations in Buffalo, New York, met with SCP
members secking guidance on the SCP’s experiences. The
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group in Buffalo plans to create a similar partnership to
address environmental justice issues; documentation of the
work of the partnership proved critical to this effort as well.

The SCF project has gamed regional and national rec-
ognition, a testament to both its approach and its unigue
mix of partners, Nationally, the project received a Certifi-
cate of Environmental Achievement from Renew America,
anonprofit organization that began by working closely with
the President’s Council on Sustainable Development
{PCSD) during the Clinton administration.” Two partners
presented the project, upon invitation, at the National Town
Meeting for a Sustainable America sponsored by PCS in
May 1999, In October 1999, the SCP was ivited to present
at the National Fnvironmental Health Association’s Right-
To-Know conference. The project director has been invited
to present af several regional and national FPA traming
and educational conferences as well.

While the Sustainable Cleveland Partnership has
achieved many successes, several challenges have proven
difficult, but it is hoped they will be resolved over time. A
deeper issue regarding mformation accessibility remains
unresolved. The partiiers had hoped to inttiate change in
the mformation providers as well as community members,
stimmulating the agencies imvolved in the partnership to
change wformation dissemination methods to be more
accessible. There has been some response to our sugges-
tions that the agency Web pages are often too complicated
forthe average neighborhood leader to navigate. The wain-
ees managed to use them, but the design of the Web pages
needs to go forther to make them accessible to the greatest
extent possible.

Are the regulatory agencies more amenable to citizen
participation? The mdividuals directly involved in the part-
nership projects have communicated willingly with neigh-
borhood organizations and residents on environmental is-
sues. The regional{Chicago) and central (Washington, DC)
EPA offices have received reports on the workshops, have
reviewed a training manual assembled after the second
session of workshops, and are sharing these products with
other EPA regions. We believe this demonstrates a genn-
ine interest in enhanced community participation in envi-
ronmental decision making in wrban neighborhoods.

The overall results of the SCP project will not become
fully known for several more vears as the project expands
into more Cleveland neighborhoods. An overall long-term
goal was 1o change the role of the SCP itself, so that the
parteership would become a source for technical assistance
rather than an organizer of activities. As the Sustainable
{leveland LeadershipTeam graduates have developed thewr
skills, the SCP has been able to begin this new role to some
extent. The partners expect that the partnership between
public agencies, nonprofit organizations, and community
residents will grow and change, offering new opportuni-
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ties for building capacity in Cleveland’s neighborhoods.
For the long-term, the SCP envisions a cadre of commu-
nity environmental leaders with the capacity to take a lead-
ing role i efforts to generate local data that reflects local
concemns and needs, and use the Internet to make that data
available to other neighborhood organizations and local
environmental health organizations, When this stage is
reached, the SCP will have fuifilied its mission and the
Internet will no longer be a rationing mechanism for these
urban residents,
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Notes

1. This aspect of the federal policy responds to a series of citi- The Comprehensive Emergency Response, Compensation

zen protests in the 1980s over siting hazardous waste land-
fills in the Southeast and a series of studies done by the
United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice, the
U.S. General Accounting Office, and the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry. The studies documented
a pattern of disproportionate impact and less effective en-
forcement of environmental regulations in low-income and
minority communities for the siting of hazardous landfills
and the cleanup of contaminated properties and buildings
(GAO 1983; UCC 1987; ATSDR 1988).

. The Clean Air Act (1970, 1977, 1990} was designed to ad-
dress air pollution from vehicles, industrial processes, fuel
combustion in stationary sources, and solid waste disposal.
Data to assess air quality is gathered from monitoring sta-
tions and from air pollution discharge permits issued to sta-
tionary pollution sources.

The Clean Water Act (1972, 1987) is the primary federal
law that protects our nation’s waters, including lakes, riv-
ers, aquifers, and coastal areas. Under the act, each facility
that discharges pollution into surface water (a point source)
is granted a “permit to discharge™ and is required to moni-
tor the level of contaminants in its discharges and report to
the EPA. This reporting has resulted in a database of the
facilities that have permits and information about what they
discharge. To assess surface water quality as it is affected
by non-point-source pollution (runoff from streets, storm
sewers, and land), the EPA, in parmership with state and
local authorities, maintains water quality monitoring sta-
tions throughout each region and conducts on-site tests for
certain pollutants.

The Safe Drinking Water Act (1974, 1986) requires the EPA
to develop and enforce a set of national drinking water qual-
ity standards to safeguard public health. Each local, pub-
licly owned water system must conduct regular testing to
ensure the water it delivers in public water pipes meets na-
tional drinking water standards.

The Toxic Substances Control Act (1972) established a sys-
tem to identify and appraise the effects of existing and new
substances—particularly synthetic chemicals—on human
health and the environment. Data are generated through labo-
ratory research on the effects of chemicals on biological
organisms (see aftp./fwww.atsdr.cde.govl).

The Resource Conservation Recovery Act (1986) is the
nation’s primary law for governing solid and hazardous
wastes, most of which are industrial or commercial wastes
with the following characteristics: ignitability, corrosivity,
reactivity, or toxicity. This act requires facilities that gener-
ate and manage hazardous waste to report on these activi-
ties to regulatory agencies. The data are compiled into the
Resource Conservation Recovery Information System, avail-
able at hrtp/iwww.epa.govienvirol itmlirerisireris_query
Java.html.

and Liability Act of 1980 and the Superfund Amendments
and Reauthorization Act of 1986 address land contaminated
by hazardous waste. Sites that pose the greatest threat to
public health, safety, and the environment are placed on the
National Priorities List and receive the highest cleanup pri-
ority. Under this legislation, the EPA is responsible for in-
ventorying and tracking hazardous waste sites using the
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation
and Liability Information System. In the United States, more
than 35,000 sites exist in this database (available at hrp.//
www.epa. govemvirolhtmlicerclisicerclis_query.himl).

The primary purpose of the Emergency Planning Commu-
nity Right to Know Act of 1986 (Superfund Amendments
and Reauthorization Act, Title III) is to inform communi-
ties and citizens of chemical hazards in their areas. The law
requires businesses to report the locations and quantities of
chemicals stored on-site to state and local governments so
that communities can prepare to respond to chemical spills
and similar emergencies. Local Emergency Planning Com-
mittees develop evacuation plans for residents and businesses
near facilities that store hazardous and extremely hazard-
ous materials on-site. It requires the formation of a Toxic
Release Inventory compiled from report releases of more
than 600 designated toxic chemicals to the environment sub-
mitted each year by polluting facilities to the EPA and state
governments. The EPA compiles these data in an online,
publicly accessible national computerized Toxic Release
Inventory. The EPA’s Envirofacts Warehouse (available at
httpliwww.epa.govienvirolindex_java.homl), is a searchable
database that includes most data generated from air and water
discharge permits, including the Toxic Release Inventory.

The Pollution Prevention Act (1999) focuses industry, gov-
ernment, and public attention on reducing the amount of
pollution generated during manufacturing processes. The
law encourages industries to implement cost-effective
changes in production and operation to change the raw ma-
terials used, to increase efficiency in the use of energy, wa-
ter, or other natural resources, and to adopt conservation
practices. Pollution-prevention data are collected as part of
the facility’s report to the Toxic Release Inventory.

3. The SCP includes the following organizations: local envi-

ronmental advocacy organizations (Earth Day Coalition, En-
vironmental Health Watch); national environmental organi-
zations (Environmental Defense, Pollution Prevention
Alliance); local government (Cuyahoga County Planning
Commission, City of Cleveland Division of Air Pollution
Control); local nonprofit, social service-oriented organiza-
tions (Center for Families and Children, Neighborhood Cen-
ters Association); neighborhood-based organizations (St.
Clair-Superior Neighborhood Development Association,
Lee-Seville-Miles Citizens Council); environmental regu-
latory agencies (Ohio EPA Northeast District Office, EPA
Regional Office in Chicago, EPA Cleveland Office); and a
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local university (Levin College of Urban Affairs at Cleve-
land State University). The work of the partnership is coor-
dinated and staffed by the Earth Day Coalition.

4, The SCP Environmental Health Action Guide is available
at hetp:lhwww.rblink netlenvirofscp.

5. The four neighborhoods were chosen because they had one
or more of the following characteristics: low income, greater
than 50 percent African American population, existing com-
munity-based organizations from which to draw participants,
and a response from leaders in the neighborhood to our ini-
tial community outreach,

6. The design and delivery of the training modules was ac-
complished by a second group of partners, which included
the authors, a staff member from Environmental Defense,
and staff at the EPA’s district office in Cleveland. Local prac-
titioners in environmental departments presented informa-
tion about local conditions. We relied extensively on exist-
ing Internet-based information in the workshop content to
test the relevance and accessibility of that information to
neighborhood leaders.

7. Several of the workshop modules are available online at At p./
{urban.csuohio.edu/~wendylcourses/scpmods himl.

8. Funding for the Leadership Training sessions came from
the Cleveland Foundation and the EPA; undergraduate en-
vironmental and urban studies students from Cleveland State
University assisted the partners in retrieving background
information for the workshops and assisted participants on
the computers during the workshop sessions.

9. The Neighborhood Audit Profile project was funded by En-
vironmental Defense through the Pollution Prevention Alli-
ance, the Cleveland Foundation, and the George Gund Foun-

dation in Cleveland. The project was organized by the au-
thors and an undergraduate student intern from Baldwin-
Wallace College, with assistance from undergraduate stu-
dents from the Levin College of Urban Affairs, Cleveland
State University. A project in a second neighborhood was
recently completed.

10. Funding for these workshops was given by the EPA through
the Program in Risk Analysis at the Center for Environmental
Science, Technology and Policy at Cleveland State Univer-
sity; the workshop on good neighbor campaigns was given
in cooperation with Ohio Citizen Action.

11. The EPA’s Envirofacts Warehouse is available at hep://
www.epa,govienvirolindex java html; Environmental
Defense’s SCORECARD is available at Affp /i www.
scorecard.org.

12. Available at http:/fwww.swampnet.org/swehag/. From the
Sustainable Washington Environmental Health Action
Guide, “Acknowledgments. First and foremost, this guide
was inspired by the Sustainable Cleveland Environmental
Health Action Guide. We thank the Earth Day Coalition and
the Sustainable Cleveland Partnership for their leadership
in creating a national model through which citizens and resi-
dents can become empowered to improve their health and
the health of their homes, neighborhoods, and natural envi-
ronment. With their permission, parts of their guide have
been reproduced within this guide, for which we are ex-
tremely grateful.”

13. The Bush administration has eliminated the President’s Coun-
cil on Sustainable Development Web page from the White
House page. It appears the council has been disbanded. A
search of White House Web page archives was unsuccess-
ful in locating council materials.
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