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Political scientist shoots holes in 
environmental justice theory 

L 
ubu rbao writer 

Political ci ntist hri topher H. Foreman Jr. argues the 
n ironm ntal-ju tice th ory i a poor! -defmed i ue that 

has little to do ith r al h alth ri ks to the poor and 
minority communitie and e en less to do with justice. 

For man ' scathing critique of the 
n ironmental-ju ti e mo ement "Th 

Promi e and P ril of nvironmental 
Ju ti e," will b publi hed this fall b th 
Brooking In titution a 
Wa hington-ba d think-tank. 

H has air ady publish d numerous 
article ba d on hi re ear h. 

"I'm a black lib ral D mocrat - I oted 
for linton twice - which is why I 
agreed to tak on thi issue. I'm immune 

Christopher H. 
Foreman Jr.: 
"It complete 
junk" 

to name-calling," aid For man a enior fello of 
gov rnm ntal studie at the privat policy res arch 
in titution. 

"Th thing that bother me mo ti you get low-income and 
minority p opl tirr d up about th all g dly to ic 
ite " h aid "then you can t get their attention for the 
tuff that matt r on public health i ues." 

Foreman b came interested in the environmental-justice 
issu aft r compl ting a book on the politics involved in 
h alth issues uch as AID and to ic-shock syndrome. 
("Plagu Products and Politics: Em rgent Public Health 
Hazards and ational Policymaking" Brookings 
In titution 1994.) 

A w York Time article about President Bill Clinton s 
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w York Tim s articl about Pr sident Bill linton s 

6/24/98 

1994 en ironmental-ju tice e ecutive order piqued 
Foreman s intere t. 

"I wa going to do a little cholarl book about the impact 
of the e ecuti e ord r on th r t of the x cutive branch," 
he said. 

An economics analy t at the Brooking In titution 
pr sed urprise. "He ask d m With all the things that 

plague these communitie thi is what you want to focus 
on? ' " 

s Foreman read more studie and att nd d meetings on 
the i ue he aid he "b cam v ry very concerned that 
thi whole thing wa headed in the wrong direction." 

He aid the emotionali m he ncountered at the meetings 
disturbed him. 

"What you hear is a lot of fear anger and unfocused rage " 
he aid. 

What h aid h didn t hear a hard and fast proof that 
industrial pollution was the major caus of health problems 
rampant in minority and poor communities. 

Foreman contend the focus on pollution a a health i ue 
i a distraction from what h said are mor serious health 
problems for tho e communitie : an alarming rise in 
teenage smoking low birthw ight , inadequate prenatal 
care substanc abu e, iol nc hyp rtension and heart 
di ea e linked to "an epidemic of obe ity " AID , 
glaucoma a thma and lead-poi oning in children. 

"En ironm ntalju tice activi ts talk a lot about risk. They 
will use this mantra of multi pl cumulative and synergistic 
risk" he aid. Ri ks, he claim are unprovable. 

Foreman also dismis e much of th early academic 
research on n ironmentaljustice. 

"The be t thing ou can a about it i , The work i 
un ophi ticated. ' Th wor t thing you can ay i It ' s 
complete junk."' 
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ompl te junk. ' " 

or man fault environmental-justice acti i t for their 
ague de criptions of hat con titut a "minority" 
ommunity which th propon nt g nerally define as areas 
ith gr at r p re ntages of minority residents than city, 

county and parish state or national a erage . 

"Th rang of arguabl significant environmental equity 
comparison i so broad that some doubtle cut the other 

a : man ati e m rican for ampl , breathe 
clean r air than urban Yuppie and li e further from 
hazardou a t than e Jerse ' s white ethnic ," 
Foreman wrote in a Brooking R vi w article. 

H said th fatal fla for n ironmental-ju tice acti ists is 
th ir inability to d fin the ultimate outcome of the policy 
except in th vague t of term . 

"What the r not willing to do is answer tough questions 
lik What is an e ampl of a community that thinks it ha 
an n ironmental-justice gri vance but actually doesn ' t?' 

"The po ition th tend to end up taking i 'Everyone 
should have a voi ' and o one should suffer or be 
placed at risk. ssentially what it comes down to is 
NIMBY - not in m back yard - with race politics 
mixed in" Foreman aid. 

" o on i able to give you a hard definition a to how you 
kno hen ju ti e ha been erved." 
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