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Guidance Position Statement 
 

Environmental Justice in Siting and Expanding Public Works Facilities 
 
Statement of Purpose 
The American Public Works Association (APWA) seeks to inform elected officials, 
regulators, policy-makers and decision-makers and the public at-large of its stated 
position on environmental justice. 
 
Statement of Position 
 
APWA supports regulations and legislation that:  
 
(1) maintain local decision-making authority on public health, safety, and environmental 

protection issues, while holding local officials accountable directly to their 
constituents; 

 
(2) provide reasonable processes for review and appeal of siting or expansion decisions 

through administrative reviews by permitting agencies, with access to court-relief 
only after all administrative hearings are exhausted;  

 
(3) recognize the need to balance risk and cost, requiring the use of sound science in 

assessing the potential for pollution generation and impacts; and  
 
(4) support research on cumulative environmental and health risks to all persons, 

regardless of race or economic status, including the employees of public works 
operations. 

 
 
Background and Rationale 
The decision to site or expand pollution-generating facilities and operations must remain 
a local one, grounded in the historical tradition of local and state government rights over 
zoning and land use planning.  The siting, expansion and permitting procedures for these 
facilities must provide access to the process for all potentially affected parties without 
regard to race or economic status.  APWA supports legislation and regulations that do not 
interfere with local authority for zoning and land use planning and that allow local and 
state governments to be responsible to their constituencies for public health and safety. 



 
Public works officials are responsible for the planning, design, siting, expansion and 
construction of facilities that are potential generators of pollution.  During these stages, 
public works officials must assess potential off-site impacts and take reasonable actions 
to minimize them.  In developing design and operating criteria, sound science must be 
utilized to balance cost with potential risk.  The siting or expansion process should 
include opportunity for substantive public participation.  It is the responsibility of public 
works officials to be proactive in providing information and a process that is fair, open 
and inclusive.  
 
Public works officials are also responsible for the daily operation of services that can 
create negative impacts on the environment.  Operational activities should be carried out 
to minimize any off-site impact, balancing the cost of service with potential risks.  
Operational activities such as line maintenance and street improvements, which are 
carried out in public rights of way, should follow practices that respect the integrity and 
public health of neighboring properties and populations. 
 
 
Issues of disparity of burden from potentially undesirable public works facilities, such as 
wastewater treatment plants, landfills, and hazardous waste management operations, 
surfaced nationally in the early 1980’s.  Studies have been conducted since that time to 
measure this disparity.  The studies’ findings conclude that minority and lower economic 
populations have a higher potential for exposure to such facilities.  However, the cause of 
such disparity is difficult to identify.   
 
Populations directly bearing the burden of public works facilities need to be engaged 
early in the planning phase of any facility.  Proactive outreach will ensure integrity of the 
process, offering an opportunity to educate all affected parties.  Sound science and 
technical practices should be included to minimize any off-site impact, balancing risk and 
cost of technology.  Respecting all parties and providing an open process should ensure 
that the operation of the facility is of benefit to all, including those populations that live 
in proximity to the facility.   
 
Public works officials, carrying out their role with integrity and respect, continue to 
provide essential public services that protect public health and safety.  Dedication to 
service for the good of all populations is a continuing commitment of public works 
officials and of the American Public Works Association. 
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