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ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE  
IN PLANNING 

What is Environmental Justice?

Environmental Justice is “the 
fair treatment of people of all 
races, cultures, and incomes with 
respect to the development, 
adoption, implementation, and 
enforcement of environmental 
laws, regulations, and policies” 1 

What are 
disadvantaged communities?
Informally, a DAC is a community that suffers the most from 
combined economic, health, and environmental burdens. 
These burdens can include poverty, unemployment, air and 
water pollution, exposure to hazardous chemicals, and high 
rates of asthma and heart disease. DACs are often prevented 
from advocating for themselves due to time or resource con-
straints, language barriers, etc.

32% (11.8 
million) of 

Californians live in 
DAC tracts2 2 million 

Californians live 
within ¼ mile of 
operational gas 
and oil wells4 44% of 

Californians do not 
speak English 

at home6

1 in 3 Latinxs 
and 1 in 3 

African Americans 
live in top 20% 

tracts3

1 million 
Californians 

live without stable 
access to clean 
drinking water5

Why do we plan for EJ?
Planning for environmental justice helps reduce the burden 
of environmental pollution and other hazards on commu-
nities by promoting public facilities; food access; safe and 
sanitary housing; physical activity; and civic engagement 
while prioritizing improvements and programs that address 
the needs of DACs.

While these activities focus on particular communities, they 
result in benefits that extend beyond just those areas and 
contribute to a healthy and vibrant city or county as a whole.

Even if a jurisdiction has no for-
mally designated DACs, it 
is still recommended to 
consider environmental 
justice as part of the 
planning process for 
the overall benefit of 
the community.

In plain language, 
environmental justice 
(EJ) is about addressing 
the systemic causes of 
pollution burden and the 
associated health impacts 
on certain disadvantaged  
communities.
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SB 535: Cal EPA must identify 
disadvantaged communities 
(DACs) for investment oppor-
tunities, and 25% of proceeds 
from the Greenhouse Gas 
Reduction Fund (GGRF) must 
go to projects that benefit 
those communities.

SB 379: requires vul-
nerability assessment 
of communities most 
at risk from climate 
change to be included 
in the Safety Element 
of General Plans.

AB 1550: updated SB 535 so that 25% of proceeds 
from GGRF must go to projects located in DACs.

SB 32: acknowledges that DACs are most affected by 
climate change impacts, and charges CARB to achieve 
emissions reductions in a way that benefits DACs.

SB 1000: requires adoption or review of an EJ 
Element, or EJ goals, policies, and objectives in other 
elements if the jurisdiction contains any disadvan-
taged communities.

1.	 Identify disadvantaged communities
2.	Develop policies that

	▪�	 Reduce risks in those communities

	▪�	 Promote civic engagement in the 
public decision-making process

	▪�	 Prioritize projects and improvements that 
address the needs of those communities

Jurisdictions must begin planning 
process and community engagement

SB 1000 & ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE  
IN GENERAL PLANS

Regulatory Background

As of January 1, 2018,  
EJ must be addressed if:

2012 2015 2016

2018

Jurisdiction 
is reviewing 
or adopting 
two or more 
elements 
concurrently

EJ  
Required

Jurisdiction 
contains 
disadvantaged 
communities 
(defined per 
statute)
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Disadvantaged communities (DACs) 
are either:
	▪�	 Identified by the California Environmental Protection 

Agency according to Section 39711 of the Health 
and Safety Code using CalEnviroScreen 3.0, or

	▪�	 Areas with household incomes at or below 80 
percent of the statewide median income or 
below the designated threshold defining a low-
income area and be “disproportionately affected 
by affected by environmental pollution and other 
hazards that can lead to negative health effects, 
exposure, or environmental degradation.”

Factors unique to different areas can disadvantage com-
munities in ways that are not encompassed by regulatory 
definitions. Community outreach can identify local per-
spectives and engage stakeholders allows for a more 
holistic assessment of where resources are most needed.

CalEnviroScreen 3.0 assessment considers:
Sensitive Population Indicators
	▪�	 Asthma, cardiovascular disease, low birthweight infants.

Socioeconomic Factor Indicators
	▪�	 Poverty, unemployment, education attainment, 

linguistic isolation, housing burden.

Exposure Indicators
	▪�	 Ozone, PM2.5, pesticide use, traffic, toxic 

releases, drinking water contaminants.

Environmental Effect Indicators
	▪�	 Solid waste sites, cleanup sites, groundwater threats, 

impaired water bodies, hazardous waste sites.

HOW TO INCORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE  
INTO THE GENERAL PLAN

1. Identifying Disadvantaged Communities (DACs)
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Review Existing Policies and Programs and Ask:
	▪�	 Has the policy been effective? What metrics are being used to determine effectiveness? 
	▪�	 How can we incorporate EJ? Need additional policies? 
	▪�	 What partner agencies can we leverage to maximize integration of the policy? 
	▪�	 Related programs?

Update and Draft New Policies that:
	▪�	 Reduce:

	- pollution exposure
	- unique or compounded health risks,

	▪�	 Promote:
	- access to public facilities
	- food access, safe and sanitary homes
	- physical activity
	- civic engagement 

	▪�	 Prioritize
	- the needs and  
voices of DACs

2. Developing EJ Policies

Public  
Engagement  
Tips Partner with 

local health 
department

Maintain an 
adequate budget 
for outreach and 

engagement

Consult 
indigenous 

communities 
and tribal 

governments

Continuous 
interagency 

coordination

Dedicated EJ 
representative

Engage early  
and often

Community 
Advisory 

Committee

Compounded (adj.)
Cumulative, Combined, or Layered

This is the heart of environmental justice. 
Communities exposed to air pollution like ozone or 
particulate matter are at even greater risk when 
they also suffer from “social vulnerabilities” like 
unemployment, unsafe housing, poverty, etc.

HOW TO INCORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE  
INTO THE GENERAL PLAN
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RECOMMENDED TOOLS AND RESOURCES  
(HYPERLINKED)

CEJA SB 1000 Implementation Toolkit –  
Comprehensive guidance document

CalEnviroScreen –  
Mapping tool for identifying 
communities suffering from 
pollution burden

CalAdapt – Projection tool that 
predicts future climate effects

Envirostor – Database of 
hazardous waste facilities and 
contamination incidents

CARB Disadvantaged and Low-Income Communities Maps –  
CA Air Resources Board tool to identify DACs and opportunities for investment 

Healthy City – Online platform for accessing health data and maps

Healthy Places Index – Online tool for exploring local health factors and social 
determinants of health

Urban Footprint – Scenario planning platform with detailed data layers

CalEnviroScreen 3.0
https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen/report/calenviroscreen-30
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Click on the polygon containing your jurisdiction
Consider census tracts within your jurisdiction
Evaluate the regional ranking:
> 75% = DAC
You can also customize the threshold to what is appropriate for your jurisdiction;  
i.e. focus on a smaller subset of neighborhoods that are most burdened (> 90%)

Review the 20 Indicators used to produce 
the score for each census tract
You can customize the indicators used to calculate the score according to what is appropriate for your jurisdiction;

i.e. consider only the subset of Pollution Burden indicators, or leave out Air Quality for an area where that isn’t a 
concern, so the score more accurately reflects the community’s needs

1
2
3

4

3

4

Source: OEHHA, available at https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen/report/calenviroscreen-30

Remember you can combine CalEnviroScreen with local indicators or metrics, such as  
demographics, household income, land use and accessibility data, etc.

HOW TO USE: CALENVIROSCREEN

2

1
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Select the Census Tract

Select the Indicators

View the Score

1

2

3

2

1

3

Source: https://healthyplacesindex.org/

HOW TO USE: HEALTHY PLACES INDEX
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