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My name is Jennifer Ganata, and I am a senior staff attorney and a former youth organizer at 
Communities for a Better Environment (CBE). CBE is a grassroots environmental justice 
organization working in the communities of East Oakland and Richmond in Northern California 
and South East Los Angeles and Wilmington in Southern California. CBE’s mission is to empower 
California’s communities of color and low income communities to achieve environmental health 
and justice by preventing and reducing pollution and building green, healthy and sustainable 
communities and environments.   
 
CBE is a founding member of the California Environmental Justice Alliance (CEJA), a statewide, 
community-led alliance that works to achieve environmental justice by advancing policy 
solutions. Together, CEJA’s membership of 10 environmental justice organizations work for a 
democracy that values the needs of our most vulnerable communities and holds polluters 
accountable.  
 
The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) is an important tool for the communities that 
live on the frontlines of poverty, divestment, and pollution. When most people think about 
CEQA, they either think about protecting endangered species or they think about housing 
development. But for California’s environmental justice communities, CEQA is the most 
important, and often the only, public participation and environmental justice (EJ) law they have 
to fight environmental and health threats. EJ communities are typically comprised of residents 
who are low-income Black, Indigenous, and people of color, who have been impacted by a 
disproportionately high pollution burden. These areas have experienced historic disinvestment 
and have high rates of poverty and unemployment and lack access to important resources, such 
as education and health care. At the same time, these are also neighborhoods where residents 

proactively organize to create a positive vision for their communities. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND COMMUNITY SELF DETERMINATION 
The state of California recognizes that environmental justice  
 

call[s] for fairness, regardless of race, color, national origin or income, and the 
meaningful involvement of community in the development of laws and regulations that 
affect every community’s natural surroundings, and the places people live, work, play 
and learn.1 

 

 
1 Cal EPA, Environmental Justice Program, last visited March 13, 2023, 

https://calepa.ca.gov/envjustice/https://caleja.org/2016/09/defining-environmental-justice-communities-
using-calenviroscreen-in-state-policy/#:~:text=Donate-
,Defining%20Environmental%20Justice%20Communities%3A%20Using%20CalEnviroScreen%20in%20
State%20Policy,and%20excluded%20from%20public%20investments.   

https://calepa.ca.gov/envjustice/https:/caleja.org/2016/09/defining-environmental-justice-communities-using-calenviroscreen-in-state-policy/#:~:text=Donate-,Defining%20Environmental%20Justice%20Communities%3A%20Using%20CalEnviroScreen%20in%20State%20Policy,and%20excluded%20from%20public%20investments
https://calepa.ca.gov/envjustice/https:/caleja.org/2016/09/defining-environmental-justice-communities-using-calenviroscreen-in-state-policy/#:~:text=Donate-,Defining%20Environmental%20Justice%20Communities%3A%20Using%20CalEnviroScreen%20in%20State%20Policy,and%20excluded%20from%20public%20investments
https://calepa.ca.gov/envjustice/https:/caleja.org/2016/09/defining-environmental-justice-communities-using-calenviroscreen-in-state-policy/#:~:text=Donate-,Defining%20Environmental%20Justice%20Communities%3A%20Using%20CalEnviroScreen%20in%20State%20Policy,and%20excluded%20from%20public%20investments
https://calepa.ca.gov/envjustice/https:/caleja.org/2016/09/defining-environmental-justice-communities-using-calenviroscreen-in-state-policy/#:~:text=Donate-,Defining%20Environmental%20Justice%20Communities%3A%20Using%20CalEnviroScreen%20in%20State%20Policy,and%20excluded%20from%20public%20investments
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Dr. Robert Bullard, an academic, sociologist, and advocate who is often referred to as the 
“father of environmental justice,” helped create the definition of environmental justice that we 
understand today. Dr. Bullard writes extensively about an environmental justice framework 
that connects EJ to the larger Civil Rights movement: “...the principle that all individuals have a 
right to be protected from environmental degradation.”2 Bullard points out that this core 
principle is found in the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Fair Housing Act of 1968 and its subsequent 
amended version, as well as the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
 
Underlying Dr. Bullard’s work is the established and tragic fact that communities of color carry 
the burden of pollution in their daily lives. Achieving EJ in the US requires an acknowledgment 
of these historical and current harms to EJ communities. Bullard’s EJ framework seeks redress 
through targeted action and resources for impacted communities. However, this redress cannot 
be secured through prescriptive measures. To achieve environmental justice, those who have 
been impacted must be heard and must lead in defining the remedies for their own 
communities. 
   
Building on Dr. Bullard’s framework, the Jemez Principles describe a pathway to achieve the 
solutions to environmental injustice. In 1996, organizers nationwide convened to discuss the 
impacts of globalization on communities and how mainstream (mostly white) environmental 
organizations can work in solidarity alongside low income and communities of color.3 This 
convening produced a set of  six principles for democratic organizing.4 One principle in 
particular encapsulates the importance of CEQA to California’s EJ communities--Principle #3–
Let People Speak for Themselves:  
 

We must be sure that relevant voices of people directly affected are heard. Ways must 
be provided for spokespersons to represent and be responsible to the affected 
constituencies.  It is important for organizations to clarify their roles, and who they 
represent, and to assure accountability within our structures.  
 

This very principle transforms under-resourced communities through a CEQA process, and 
when properly implemented, CEQA increases transparency and accountability for government 
actions. 
 
CEQA AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE COMMUNITIES 
CEQA not only requires decisionmakers to notify a community when a development project is 
being proposed for their neighborhood; CEQA also provides a community with a formal process 
to share their concerns and recommend improvements so that a project can better serve and 
protect the community. CEQA provides a mechanism for holding certain projects accountable if 

 
2 Bullard, Robert. The Quest for Environmental Justice Human Rights and the Politics of Pollution, p. 25 

Sierra Club 2005. 
3 Heather Moyer, “The Sierra Club and The Jemez Principles”, October 16, 2017, 

https://www.sierraclub.org/planet/2017/10/sierra-club-and-jemez-principles  
4 “Jemez Principles for Democratic Organizing,” December 1996, site last visited March 13, 2023, 

https://www.ejnet.org/ej/jemez.pdf  

https://www.sierraclub.org/planet/2017/10/sierra-club-and-jemez-principles
https://www.ejnet.org/ej/jemez.pdf
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they insufficiently analyze potential harms to local residents and neighborhoods. Events like the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which had wildly different impacts on low-income communities where 
particulate matter exposure was already significantly higher, starkly showed the importance of 
careful project analysis that considers the communities where the project will be located.  
COVID-19 highlighted the importance of what EJ communities have relied on CEQA to do for 
years: consider and reduce the potential environmental impacts of projects to protect the most 
vulnerable residents throughout our state, who are extremely susceptible to such public health 
threats. 
 
Public participation is an essential part of the CEQA process.5 It is also the piece that supports 
the Jemez Principle, that communities speak for themselves. CEQA empowers impacted 
residents to speak from their expertise as community members, and to share that expertise 
with the agencies that make decisions affecting residents’ lives. Moreover, all comments that 
are received by a lead agency during the public comment period must be evaluated and 
responded to in the Final EIR.6 This rare rule allows residents of EJ communities to have a seat 
at the table and engage in community-led planning. For lower income communities of color 
that are often overlooked or undervalued by government entities, CEQA regards them as 
important stakeholders in a project or plan.   
 
DEEP DEMOCRACY AND CEQA  
By virtue of its core tenets, CEQA allows for deep democracy not otherwise accessible to low 
income communities of color. In defining “deep democracy” I use the following definition: 
“workers and communities have control over the decisions that affect their daily lives.”7 8 CBE 
has engaged in many CEQA processes that have impacted the community members we work 
with. They are often industrial projects that have long-lasting health impacts on the larger 
community as a whole. 
 
Most recently CBE has engaged in the public comment process of Los Angeles County’s Metro 
Area Plan (MAP). Los Angeles County’s Department of Regional Planning released a Program EIR 
(PEIR) in November 2022 describing the County’s plan to rezone unincorporated parts of Los 
Angeles County. The impacted communities are all communities that score within the 90th 
percentile under the CalEnviroScreen screen tool (“CES”)9. The PEIR analyzed the impacts of 

 
5 Cal. Code Regs. tit. 14 §15201 
6 PRC §21091(d)(2)(A) 
7 Michelle Mascarenhas-Swan. “The Case for a Just Transition.” site visited last March 13, 2023 
https://movementgeneration.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Chapter-3-of-Energy-Democracy-MG.pdf, pg. 38 
8 Unlike “classical” democracy, which focuses on majority rule, Deep Democracy suggests that all voices, states of 
awareness, and frameworks of reality are important. Deep Democracy also suggests that the information carried 
within these voices, awareness, and frameworks are all needed to understand the complete process of the system. 
International Association of Process Oriented Psychology, “Definition of Deep Democracy”, site last visited March 
13, 2023,  https://iapop.com/deep-democracy/     
9 CES is a mapping tool that aggregates data to identify which California communities are most impacted by 
environmental and socio-demographic burdens.  CES uses environmental, health and socioeconomic information 
to produce scores for every census tract in the state. An area with a high CES score is one that experience a much 
higher pollution burden than areas with low scores.  

https://movementgeneration.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Chapter-3-of-Energy-Democracy-MG.pdf
https://iapop.com/deep-democracy/
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rezoning many parts of unincorporated LA County. CBE residents were concerned particularly 
around sites where there are known environmental hazards that the County was considering as 
new sites for housing. CBE members have been advocating for affordable housing for decades 
and support housing in their communities, but also want to ensure that housing is also safe 
from soil contamination and areas with a high concentration of air pollution, among other 
environmental hazards. While the MAP is still ongoing, the CEQA process allows community 
residents from EJ communities to express their concerns and in turn the County is able to 
explain the specific uses of zones and different plans for remediation if needed. In addition, 
because so much of rezoning in unincorporated LA County includes building out density, 
residents, many of whom are tenants, are able to discuss concerns about displacement. In this 
instance it is CEQA that is providing the space to have these much needed conversations 
building community knowledge, and a better project going forward. 
  
Another CEQA example from a CBE campaign is the I-710 corridor expansion. The proposal for a 
freeway widening along the I-710 became a CalTrans/Los Angeles METRO project in early 2000. 
For over two decades community members from CBE along with coalition members in the 
Coalition for Environmental Health and Justice (CEHAJ) have fought the expansion of an 8-lane 
freeway to a 16-lane freeway. The communities between the San Pedro Bay Port complex and 
East Los Angeles are primarily working class communities of color. The corridor communities 
also experience some of the highest rates of air pollution in the South Coast Air Basin. Through 
the CEQA process CEHAJ was able to uplift local residents' concerns of pollution and community 
displacement. CEHAJ fought to establish a more equitable planning process. In addition, CEQA 
led to very important conversations about how low income communities of color are forced to 
bear the brunt of regional pollution coming from diesel trucks, part of the goods movement. 
Without the CEQA process, it is uncertain whether the planning process would have reflected 
the corridor communities’ concerns. CEQA also prompted local, state, and federal officials to 
recognize the racist history that comes along with freeway planning/expansion.  
 
The Metro Area Plan and the I-710 freeway proposed expansion are just two examples of EJ 
communities using CEQA, but there are countless other examples throughout the state. In 
March 2020, CEJA published a report called Rethinking Local Control in California: Placing 
Environmental Justice and Civil Rights at the Heart of Land Use Decision-Making,10 which looked 
at several case studies showing the importance of community-led decision making processes. 
CEJA continues to serve as a repository of CEQA case studies and works to educate 
policymakers and the public of CEQA contributions to equitable community planning.11  
 
In 2018 my colleagues at Leadership Counsel for Environmental Justice and Accountability 
(LCJA) used CEQA to protect the local community from the health impacts of a proposed 
warehouse expansion.12 Through the use of CEQA residents were able to protest a planned 

 
10 California Environmental Justice Alliance, Rethinking Local Control in California, March 2020, 
https://calgreenzones.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CEJA-Report-Rethinking_Local_Control-05_web.pdf    
11California Green Zones A California Environmental Justice Alliance Initiative, 2021,  
https://calgreenzones.org/ceqa-case-studies/  
12 Id.  

https://calgreenzones.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CEJA-Report-Rethinking_Local_Control-05_web.pdf
https://calgreenzones.org/ceqa-case-studies/
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warehouse expansion that would have increased air, water, and noise pollution as well as traffic 
safety issues in the South Fresno neighborhood. A warehouse development as proposed would 
have exacerbated the air quality issues that already exist in Fresno. Not only was LCJA able to 
address the pollution they were also able to create a community benefit fund specifically for 
home improvements that would mitigate impacts from the project, develop a pedestrian and 
bicycle safety plan, conduct and implement a traffic study to reduce the impact of new van and 
truck traffic, extend city water and wastewater services to the affected community, create a 
construction liaison to be in contact with the community throughout the entirety of the 
development phase, facilitate a third-party air quality monitoring, and provide funds for 
workforce development to ensure local residents were employed at the project. Through CEQA 
LCJA was able to create a better project that benefited the community and that addressed land 
use decisions in a systematic way that addressed public health and housing stability in the long 
term.    
 

EJ, HOUSING AND CEQA 
For the past several years California has experienced an affordable housing crisis. The historical 
practices of “redlining,” predatory lending, and other inequitable policies perpetuate racial 
disparities in housing to this day.  Despite this unjust legacy and the current housing crisis that 
has disproportionately impacted BIPOC communities, market-rate housing dominates new 
production while rates of affordable housing production for low-income, very low-income, and 
extremely low-income households remain disgracefully low. Incentivizing mostly market-rate 
housing can exacerbate local neighborhood gentrification, displacement, and urban sprawl.  
 
Although 100% affordable housing projects are already exempt from CEQA, developers and 
some government actors blame CEQA for California’s housing crisis. This unfair misconception 
ignores the  actual evidence, which shows that CEQA does not unduly delay projects, and that 
most permitting delay and obstruction of housing projects comes from local regulations other 
than CEQA.13 
 
CEQA has provided important advances for EJ communities and civil rights efforts across 
California, from inland and coastal, to urban and rural regions. Some of these advances are 
seen through the organizing efforts of my colleagues in CEJA as well as other EJ advocates 
across the state. CEQA’s application has different benefits in different contexts throughout the 
state, making it much more alarming that many coastal legislators are calling for more CEQA 
streamlining. For a state as large and as diverse as California, it seems infeasible to continuously 
call for one-size-fits-all solutions that will not necessarily fit in all places.   
 
Despite the fact that California continues to experience a sharp increase in the number of 
unhoused residents, while many others are on the verge of becoming unhoused, many 
legislators have focused on building more housing without prioritizing affordability or 

 
13 Moira O’Neill, Giulia Gualco-Nelson, and Eric Biber. 2019. Examining the Local Land Use Entitlement Process in 
California to Inform Policy and Process; https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Examining-
the-Local-Land-Use-Entitlement-Process-in-California.pdf    

https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Examining-the-Local-Land-Use-Entitlement-Process-in-California.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Examining-the-Local-Land-Use-Entitlement-Process-in-California.pdf
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combating displacement. The current focus on expediting development of greater market-rate 
housing in the state’s sky-high market will only further marginalize vulnerable communities. In 
weakening CEQA and streamlining market-rate projects, EJ communities will have few or no 
opportunities to advocate around affordability in ways that may support their concerns around 
pollution, displacement and other impacts that we have seen associated with large land use 
proposals in EJ communities.  
 
More disconcerting is that current efforts to rezone lands from industrial to mixed uses in EJ 
communities may result in brownfields being hastily redeveloped. Without proper analysis of 
such lands in EJ communities there exists the risk of developing on contaminated property.14 15 
Also, there remains the risk that because of decades-long disinvestment in EJ communities, 
cheaper land will make market rate development more desirable. Without adding protections, 
displacement and anti-gentrification may result in the push-out of historic communities of 
color, following the long tradition of land use decisions that separate, divide, or simply build 
over existing Black and Latinx communities.16 Where CEQA applies, it at least provides EJ 
communities a tool to voice and mitigate some of these concerns. Through CEQA processes, 
vulnerable communities can speak to pollution, such as light and heavy industrial facilities, oil 
and gas operations, high-traffic roads and freeways, recycling and manufacturing facilities, and 
warehouses that bring heavy truck traffic. By streamlining CEQA for any and all development 
that may include any housing, the Legislature would deliberately take away from vulnerable 
communities their ability to speak up and share their concerns. In short, streamlining projects 
in EJ communities can expose residents to harms without adequate public participation, impact 
analysis and disclosure, mitigation, and identification of alternative solutions.    
 
CONCLUSION 
Through CEQA EJ communities have the ability to shape the neighborhoods they live in. CEQA 
does not require a stakeholder to be a landowner or have a monetary interest to be a 
legitimate stakeholder.  CEQA exists to inform impacted communities of possible 
environmental impacts and whether there are ways to avoid such impacts. Most importantly 
CEQA exists so land use decisions happen through a democratic process where lead agencies of 
projects and plans can be held accountable by the most vulnerable communities. 
 
 

 
14 Dan Ross, “Should California Turn Contaminated Land Into Affordable Housing?” Capital & Main, June 23, 2021, 
https://capitalandmain.com/should-california-turn-contaminated-land-into-affordable-housing    
15 Ezra David Romero, “State Regulators Scrutinize Climate Plan for Controversial Richmon Housing Development,” 
KQED, January 12, 2023, https://www.kqed.org/science/1981077/state-regulators-scrutinize-climate-plan-for-
controversial-richmond-housing-development   
16Adam Mahoney, “Decades After Watts revolted, the Black neighborhood is being ‘revitalized’--but the cost is 
steep,” Grist, June 18, 2021, https://grist.org/cities/jordan-downs-watts-los-angeles-gentrification-contamination-
housing/   

https://capitalandmain.com/should-california-turn-contaminated-land-into-affordable-housing
https://www.kqed.org/science/1981077/state-regulators-scrutinize-climate-plan-for-controversial-richmond-housing-development
https://www.kqed.org/science/1981077/state-regulators-scrutinize-climate-plan-for-controversial-richmond-housing-development
https://grist.org/cities/jordan-downs-watts-los-angeles-gentrification-contamination-housing/
https://grist.org/cities/jordan-downs-watts-los-angeles-gentrification-contamination-housing/

