


Outline 

- Central Question: In what ways can 

doctoral research in environmental 

sciences and urban ecology better 

integrate social justice?

- What processes help to advance the 

argument [for] into practice [in]? 

- Environmental Justice -- brief 

background (vis-a-vie ecosystem 

services)

- Current challenges facing 

environmental organizations

- Case studies

- Discussion 



General Overview Environmental Racism 

(U.S Perspective)

❖ •People of Color (especially poor) are 

disproportionately impacted by a wide range of 

environmental effects

➢ •Negative ones- more exposure to burdens of 

industrialization- e.g. pollution, hazardous land 

uses

➢ •Positive ones- less exposure to full benefits, e.g. 

parks, street trees, bike paths

❖ •"....any policy, practice, or directive that differentially 

affects or disadvantages (whether intended or 

unintended) individuals, groups, or communities based 

on race or color”  (Dr. Robert Bullard)



Social Justice Research Frames Environmental Decisions 

❖ Decision in the 1980s that buried over 30,000 cubic 

yards of PCBs in a predominately (85%) African 

American/Black neighborhood in Warren County, NC.

❖ Despite protests by the local community….

➢ The contaminated soils remain today, and leaks 

into the drinking water

➢ Environmental justice and public health

❖ Zip code becomes and remains one of the most 

important determinants of human health in the 

United States

❖



Beginnings of the Modern 

Environmental Racism Movement 

❖ •Concerned with inequity, power and struggle

❖ •Movement to respond to these kinds of 
problems, broader than environmental racism 
(any different ways in which environmental 
inequality is being reproduced)

❖ Critique mainstream environmental 
movement 

➢ Preoccupied with questions of wilderness

➢ Lacking the lived experience urban 
residents and historic inequities



Case Study 1: Legacies of Planning’s Past



Thermal Inequity



Interactions between Race-based Planning & 

Urban Ecosystems



Environmental Justice & Cultural Ecosystem Services 

❖ Concept of cultural ecosystem services

❖ Challenging metrics, but opportunity for 

reimagination of nature and land use

❖ Interpretation of nature from diverse perspectives 

❖ Racial equity 



Leadership & Cultural Sustainability  

❖ Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches in 

environmental studies 

❖ Sustainable leadership

❖ Partnerships between higher institutions, 

governmental agencies, community-based 

organizations

❖ Cultural sustainability, diversity, and inclusion



Summarizing: Three ‘Take Aways’

❖ Disciplines of environmental science/policy and urban 

ecology have struggled with incorporating social justice.

❖ Emerging knowledge about the legacies of racist urban 

planning practices offer insights about integrating civil 

rights with environmental justice.  

❖ Cultural ecosystem services are a direct means for 

centering historically marginalized communities and 

practicies in the planning and policy context. 



Discussion Questions

1. What are promising practices, datasets, and/or 

theories for advancing social justice research in 

higher education?

2. How have other fields integrated social justice into 

doctoral research and pedagogy?

3. In what ways might such practices vary by national, 

continental, or other socio-cultural contexts?   


