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Report 8: Environmental Justice, Climate Justice and vulnerable and susceptible communities:  How 
NIEHS can help build capacity towards understanding the role of the environment. 

Convener:  Peggy Shepard 

Brief History:   

Healthy People 2020’s push includes understanding health disparities; understanding this is important.  
Recent incidents (Katrina, BP) illustrate the impacts to disadvantaged communities.  Attention needs to 
be given to exposures due to climate change and the health impacts. 

The Executive Order on EJ is being reinvigorated. The Interagency EJ Task Force that includes NIEHS 
represents a new opportunity to recommit and raise the visibility of vulnerable, susceptible populations 
and communities. 

Vulnerable populations like children are more vulnerable; least studied, least protected, not included in 
emergency planning. Need to retain emphasis on children and early life exposures. 

Recent IOM report on climate, indoor environments and human  health.   Indoor environments are 
already compromising human health  

Environmental justice has fallen off NIEHS’ radar significantly; was once more prominent and created 
the opportunity for partnerships and capacity building that has created a cadre of organizations a 
decade later as leaders in the environmental health  advocacy and CBPR field.  

  Climate justice is an area of needed research that can address some EJ concerns. 

Discussion Highlights:   

We haven’t done enough probabilistic modeling, so when disasters happen, we aren’t able to make 
good decisions. 

EJ outcomes generally lead you down a path that is policy- and politics resistant 

What’s the policy product, data that shows if you build houses a certain way, a certain distance from a 
highway, you get a tangible clinical results.   

Try to identify research centers, study sections, reviewers, who value that. . . need specific RFAs;  

How does the environment current impact these diseases, and then look at how climate change will 
affect them? 

Asthma has been that disease; how has that worked so far? 

Asthma is a small amount of the total impact; bigger impact is cardio-vascular. 

Diseases related to climate change:  asthma,  
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Inflammation and obesity:  how does the environment modify the likelihood of becoming obese and 
how does being obese affect your ability to adapt to your environment? 

Is no planning for research for when a Katrina happens again.  What happens during recovery, to make 
sure children and other vulnerable populations. 

EJ communities need to be more involved in research being done in their communities. 

NIEHS has gotten away from community partnerships, and capacity building; and have gotten away from 
that, to “education and outreach.”  Need to get back to the original. 

EJ issues at NIEHS have basically been pushed into the PEHP program (and isn’t really any EJ work in 
there) 

If you write the RFA correctly and people on study panel review it correctly, you will get more emphasis 
on EJ 

How does a changing physical environment affect health, especially of vulnerable populations, children 
and disadvantaged communities. 

In past, EJ research has been just documenting the problem;  

Emphasis on multi-level interventions, wholistic (more CDC-sh) 

Recommendations:   

NIEHS should pick up IOM report thru one of its FACAs, and adopt some of the recommendations into its 
strategic plan. 

Fund broad networks for interventions) for climate change as was done for inner-city asthma project; 
healthy homes model 

Move away from biomedical approach to a more wholistic approach 

Refocus the agency on environmental justice 

 Mitigation/adaptation piece requires work on the built environment 

 Use other funding sources, such as contracts 

COEC cannot be optional 

Do research on green retrofit, green buildings 

Go beyond mechanisms of toxicology 

EJ research has to move to interventions 

NIEHS needs to collaborate more with other Institutes and other Federal agencies 
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NIEHS should have dedicated research to study what happens to vulnerable populations, children and 
disadvantaged communities, in climate disasters and recovery. 

Modify RFA evaluation criteria.  Need to get away from grants focused on “novel” approaches, but have 
to show impact.  Not impact on the field, but impact on public health and disease.  Has to be 
translational (not bedside type of translational). 

Need to return to community-partnerships and get equity in funding between community partners and 
academic partners.  

Create permanent mechanisms to provide funding for capacity building and engagement in 
disadvantaged communities. 

Create a standing study section that reviews EJ/community health oriented projects, to generate 
sustainable community capacity to ask the right questions and translate into action. 
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