Environmental Justice Element

A state-mandated planning tool to address pollution burdens and
health disparities in vulnerable communities
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The Impact

Environmental Justice Elements help protect communities that are most vulnerable to climate
change and environmental hazards—particularly low-income neighborhoods and communities of color.
These are often located in areas with higher levels of pollution and environmental degradation, placing
them at greater risk from events like floods, wildfires , and extreme heat. According to the Yale’s Office
of Sustainability, these communities face systemic exposure to environmental risks. The Climate
Reality Project reports that Latino and Black families in the U.S. inhale 56% to 63% more air pollution
than they generate, while white families typically breathe 17% less than they produce. Environmental
justice initiatives aim to correct these inequities and foster cleaner, healthier, and more resilient
communities.

Description

An Environmental Justice Element is a planning tool required by California state law for
jurisdictions with disadvantaged communities. It must be included in a city or county’s General Plans to
ensure the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and incomes in the development and
enforcement of environmental policies.

This law aims to increase transparency and community participation in local planning decisions,
reduce exposure to harmful pollutants and related health risks in disadvantaged communities, and
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ensure more equitable access to health-supporting resources like nutritious food, safe housing, public
services, and recreational opportunities.

The Environmental Justice Element is designed to identify and mitigate the disproportionate
environmental burdens faced by vulnerable communities—often low-income neighborhoods and
communities of color located near sources of pollution or climate-related hazards. Without intentional
planning, residents in these areas can suffer significant health impacts from environmental exposures,
including asthma, respiratory disease, cardiovascular disease, cancer, and neurological issues such as
Alzheimer’s disease.

In 2016, the State of California passed Senate Bill 1000 (Planning for Healthy Communities
Act), which requires all cities and counties in California to incorporate an Environmental Justice
Element in their General Plan—or to integrate environmental justice goals into existing
elements—when updating two or more elements concurrently (beginning in 2018).

In this context, disadvantaged communities (DACs) are defined by the California Environmental
Protection Agency (CalEPA) using CalEnviroScreen 4.0, a tool that identifies census tracts with the
highest combined burdens of pollution exposure and population vulnerability.

Where It's Been Implemented

Several California cities have adopted Environmental Justice Elements as part of their General
Plans, taking tailored approaches to address the needs of their disadvantaged communities. Notable
examples include Placentia, Victorville, and most recently, San Diego and Menlo Park—with the latter
two reflecting the latest efforts in large urban and Bay Area contexts.

In 2019 the City of Placentia, Calif., adopted a Health, Wellness, and Environmental Justice
Element, based on in-depth research into its DACs. The plan includes policies to reduce heat island
effects, improve access to green space, reduce exposure to particulate matter and other air pollutants,
and address the city’s affordable housing shortage. Placentia’s work has been recognized by the
California Attorney General’s Office of Environmental Justice as a model of innovative,
community-focused environmental justice planning.

Victorville, Calif., followed in 2022 with an Environmental Justice Element that features a
multi-pronged approach to identifying DACs. The city used four screening methods: (1) the
CalEnviroScreen 4.0; (2) median income thresholds; (3) state income limits from the California
Department of Housing and Community Development; and (4) overlay analysis combining these
criteria. This comprehensive method allowed Victorville to precisely target its efforts and create policies
aligned with community needs.

In July 2024, San Diego published its Environmental Justice Element, using CalEnviroScreen
4.0, the Climate Economic Justice Screening Tool 1.0, and a locally developed Climate and Resilience
Map. These tools helped the city identify the neighborhoods most impacted by environmental burdens
and health risks. San Diego’s plan emphasizes expanding access to healthy food, promoting physical
activity, improving public spaces and facilities, increasing civic engagement, and ensuring safe and
sanitary housing.

The City of Menlo Park, Calif., adopted an Environmental Justice Element into its General Plan
in 2023, and expanded it in September 2024 with a companion “Implementation Guide.” This
two-document approach aims to improve community engagement and streamline access to funding. It
draws on findings from a 2022 environmental justice survey and continues to evolve as the city refines
its policies based on community feedback.
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Environmental justice initiatives are underway in other states as well. For example, the Oregon
Department of Environmental Quality enacted an Environmental Justice Policy in 1997. Recognizing
that low-income and minority communities face heightened risks from toxins like lead, radon, and
asbestos, the state has developed multilingual homeowner guidance materials and translation services
for vehicle inspection manuals, meeting transcripts, and other public health resources.

Key Drivers

State legislation and funding opportunities are key motivators behind the adoption of
Environmental Justice Elements. Senate Bill 1000 prompts local governments to take action during plan
updates. Additionally, Senate Bill 535 reinforces the importance of targeting resources toward equity. It
mandates that at least 25% of California’s Cap-and-Trade Program funds be directed toward projects
that benefit disadvantaged communities. Aligning with both laws can improve access to funding while
advancing healthier, more equitable communities for all residents.

Key Factors for Success

Input from nonprofits, youth, local residents, and community groups is vital to shaping policies
that reflect public needs and those most affected. Several cities offer promising models. Santa Barbara
hired bilingual climate ambassadors to build stronger connections with Spanish-speaking residents in
lower-income neighborhoods. San Diego developed an Inclusive Public Engagement Guide to help city
departments make participation more accessible across all communities. Victorville created a Joint
Public Engagement Plan that included a Community Advisory Committee and public surveys to identify
environmental concerns and community priorities.

In addition to community input, data tools are essential for targeting efforts. CalEnviroScreen 4.0
helps planners identify at-risk communities based on pollution burden and population vulnerability.
Mapping tools can reveal gaps in green spaces, areas with higher pollution exposure, and communities
experiencing food insecurity. Further, the SB 535 Disadvantaged Communities Map is another tool that
identifies DACs in California that are eligible for the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund.

The SB 1000 Implementation toolkit can be another valuable tool for cities and counties. It
provides guidance for identifying disadvantaged communities and how to best integrate their voices into
the planning process. The toolkit also presents case studies for cities and counties to draw inspiration
from for projects they might want to implement to address environmental injustices locally.

Key Obstacles

While funding remains one of the main challenges in implementing Environmental Justice
Elements, many cities are finding creative ways to overcome this barrier. Developing robust community
engagement processes, conducting detailed assessments, and following through on environmental
justice policies all require financial and staffing resources—which may be limited, especially in smaller
jurisdictions.

Grants at the state and federal levels can play an important role, though they are often
competitive and may not always align with a city's planning cycle. For example, the CalEPA
Environmental Justice Action Grants Program recently completed its second round of funding. Although
that round is now closed, it demonstrates the state’s continued investment in supporting environmental
justice work.

To build capacity and access future opportunities, many cities are partnering with nonprofits,
leveraging regional collaborations, or using publicly available tools like CalEnviroScreen to jump-start
their planning. These approaches can help lay the groundwork for future funding and ensure that
environmental justice priorities are integrated into broader sustainability and resilience strategies.
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