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Introduction 

The field of environmental justice offers many examples of the utility of 

maps and GIS for illustrating the disproportionate levels of 

environmental risk being endured by disadvantaged or marginalized 

racial, ethnic or income groups.  However, these have predominantly 

focused on the distribution of environmental risk rather than focusing 

on the map-making parties themselves.  This research directs attention 

towards the use of maps and GIS by „local‟ environmental justice 

organizations in their calls for environmental justice.  I focus on activist 

engagement with maps and mapping technologies like GIS.  Through a 

survey of community-based environmental organizations, I examine 

whether these organizations use maps and if so, how maps are 

produced including the sources of mapping knowledge used in the map-

making process.  By examining how and why such organizations map 

environmental hazards and use GIS, this chapter provides insights into 

the notion of GIS mapping as an empowering practice.  I assess the 

types of maps produced and the data sources used in order to see more 

clearly potential restrictions on the power and ability of organizations to 

counter dominant narratives of their communities.  This research 

reveals that while these organizations recognize the importance of maps 

to their efforts, there are significant differences in the resources and 

abilities of environmental justice organizations.  

Methods 

This research seeks to answer the following research questions: 

  Do environmental justice organizations use maps?  

  What maps are produced and what sources of data are used? 

  Are organizations predominantly dependent upon secondary 

     sources of spatial hazards data, or do they collect their own? 

  How does community-collected environmental hazards data 

     differ from data from government sources?  

  How do these groups perceive the value/power of mapping 

     environmental hazards? 

 

To assess the use of GIS and mapping by environmental justice 

organizations, this research relied upon two data collection methods: 1) 

an internet-based inventory of environmental justice organizations‟ web 

pages (see Table 1) and (2) an eight-item questionnaire regarding data 

sources and perceptions and use of maps.  These two methods were 

applied in search of the abilities, perspectives, and perceptions of these 

organizations regarding the utility and power of maps and GIS in their 

efforts. 

 

The internet inventory gathered information regarding whether each of 

the organizations use maps and if so, how they use them, who created 

them and with what data.  22 environmental justice organizations were 

selected for this inventory via a Google-powered search for „community 

environmental justice organizations.‟  This revealed many listings, so 

the selection of groups was further refined to the „local‟ scale (i.e. the 

city-neighborhood level).  The 22 groups have web pages and as such, 

are privileged over other organizations that may not have access to 

computer-based resources, including mapping technologies.  Among 

this sample, those that use maps were chosen to complete the 

questionnaire. 

Results and Discussion 

Environmental justice organizations use GIS to visualize their daily 

„life spaces‟.  The map(s) they produce are „doing work‟ by revealing 

the issues participants face as these organizations and their 

constituents struggle “to hold industry and government officials 

accountable for toxic pollution in their neighborhoods” 

(www.lvejo.org).  77% of all study groups use and display maps on 

their web page.  The types of maps produced by these organizations 

are similar in terms of environmental hazards displayed, such as 

Toxic Release Inventory sites, Superfund sites, and hazardous waste 

treatment, storage, and disposal facilities (TSDFs).  What vary among 

these organizations are the mapmakers and data sources.  Most of 

the organizations are the sole creators of the maps used although 

roughly 1/3 rely on outside groups or firms for map production.  All 

of the study organizations use environmental hazards data provided 

by some level of government environmental agency.  However, 44% of 

the organizations gather their own data to supplement government 

data.  In this way, organizations recognize that the data and maps 

provided by government agencies are often replete with „omissions‟ 

(Harley 1989). 

 

Respondents perceive maps as having a power to influence. According 

to one respondent, “visual articulation of data can prompt a better 

understanding of the issues, and potentially assist change” (Invisible 

5).  Another impression of maps is that they “provide credibility for us 

when advocating for changes” (EHC).  By displaying the 

disproportionate burden of environmental hazards within 

predominantly low-income/minority communities the injustice of this 

distribution might be better understood.  While these organizations 

attribute a certain power to the map itself, the amount of power 

varies with the types of maps produced.  Some organizations are 

restricted by lack of time and/or funding to engage in local mapping.  

Even if organizations are unable to use GIS to produce new maps, 

organizations still seize and attempt to politically recharge the 

government-created maps by placing them within an activist setting.  

Still, there exists a digital- and  ability-divide among environmental 

justice organizations.  

Future Trajectories 

Using the state to resist the state 
   The majority of organizations depend on State/Federal data   
      which is incomplete or misleading (Maantay 2007). 
    Authoritative power of government maps (Bassett 1993) 
    “Toxic Tours”-Little Viejo - www.elcilantro.org 
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  Spatial distribution of hazards and minority/low-income populations   

     (Anderton, et al. 1994; Bullard 1990; Pastor 2001) 
   Co-optation/Resistance 

- Uneven spatial knowledge production (Ghose 2007) 
- „Spatial narratives‟ of toxins and assets (Elwood 2006) 

  Mapping the Everyday 
- „Life paths‟ (Kwan 2008); „lived spaces‟ (Matthews, et al. 2006) 

‘Maps document the reality 
of environmental injustice’  

Environmental Justice 

Organization 
Use 

maps 
Public 

Access 
Public 

Modify 
Map Maker Data Source(s) Data Types 

CCEJ yes yes no King County EPA Toxics, demographics 
Hopewell Citizens for Clean Water/Air yes yes  no EPA EPA’s consultant TCE 

DWEJ yes yes  yes EPA 
EnviroMapper 

EPA Toxic sites 

ACT (WeACT) yes  yes no WEACT and 
others, GIS 
Specialist 

EPA, , WEACT Air quality, access 
QOL, asthma, 
particulate matter 

Pilsen Environmental Rights and 
Reform Organization (PERRO) 

yes yes no PERRO EPA Toxics, demographics 

Little Village Environmental Justice 
Organization (LVEJO-El Cilantro 
youth) 

yes yes yes LVEJO EPA, LVEJO ‘assets and toxins’ 

South Jersey Environmental Justice  yes yes no NJ EPA NJ EPA Toxics, hazardous 
waste, demographics 

El Puente CHE Institute yes yes no CHE, NYPIRG CHE, NYPIRG, 
EPA 

Brownfields/use 

NYCEJA yes yes no NYCEJA NYCEJA, EPA Contaminated sites, 
demographics 

Communities for a Better 
Environment 

yes yes no CBE EPA TRI sites 

Women's Environmental Institute yes yes no WEI MPCA Contaminated/Superfun
d 

Invisible 5 Project yes yes no I-5 (audio/video 
tour) 

State, Fed, I-5, 
Google 

Contaminated sites, 
demographics, histories 

Toxics Coalition yes yes no SVTC EPA Superfund, 
demographics 

Environmental Community 
Organization 

yes yes no ECO/EPA EPA Contaminated sites 

Greenaction yes yes no Greenaction, 
academics 

EPA, State, 
Greenaction 

Contaminated sites, 
demographics 

Ironbound Community Collective yes  yes no EPA, State, City EPA, State, City 
of Newark 

Brownfields, amenities, 
Contaminated sites 

Environmental Health Coalition yes  yes no EHC San Diego, 
Mexican Agency 
INEGI 

Contaminated sites, 
pollutant modeling, 
health data, amenities  

Louisiana Environmental Justice 
Community Organization Collective 

yes  yes no EPA EPA Industrial plants, 
emission sites 

‘Maps are a valuable tool in our work to educate the public and decision makers on the 

disproportionate impacts of pollution on primarily low-income communities of color’.  

‘It is hard to argue that environmental injustice is not occurring when a map so 

plainly shows the heavy concentration of pollution sources in communities that are 

primarily made up of low-income and people of color’. 

‘Mapping is the way to 
understand cumulative impacts 
rather than studying chemical  
by chemical.’  

‘Visual articulation of data 
can prompt a better 
understanding of the issues, 
and potentially assist change’  

‘Just have to accept the maps  
that the EPA produces’  

njgin.state.nj.us/dep/DEP_iMapNJDEP/viewer.htm 

elcilantro.org 

weact.org 

hopewell-junction-citizens-for-clean-water.org 


