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May 19, 2010 

Charanya Varadarajan 

California Air Resources Board 

Via email to cvaradar@arb.ca.gov

Re: Comments on ARB EJ Screening method 

Dear Dr. Varadarajan: 

Environmental Health Coalition is a 30-year-old, nonprofit, environmental justice 

organization that works in the San Diego-Tijuana region. We work on the inter-related 

issues of land use, air quality, and health in San Diego’s low-income communities of 

color, and in Tijuana colonias that are downwind of maquiladora industrial parks. EHC 

was one of the stakeholder organizations that participated in development of ARB’s 

Community Land Use Guidelines, and we have also been a participant in CalEPA’s 

Cumulative Impacts/Precautionary Approaches workgroup. We applaud ARB for your 

efforts to develop cumulative impacts methodology and a screening method for 

identification of environmental justice communities. In particular, ARB’s choice of the 

research team of Manuel Pastor, James Sadd, and Rachel Morello-Frosch indicates 

commitment to development of a robust model. At this point, their model should be 

considered the starting point for ARB for identification of EJ communities. In contrast, 

the EJ screening model developed by ARB staff is overly simplified, relies too heavily on 

ozone, and lacks a ground-truthing component. Our more detailed comments on the ARB 

model are as follows. 

1. It is inappropriate to use ozone in an EJ screening model. Ozone is a region-wide 

pollutant with gradients trending uphill rather than discrete hot spots. In San 

Diego, ozone levels tend to be higher near the top of the inversion layer, and 

lower in the urban communities that have higher levels of industrial and mobile 

source pollutants. Reliance on ozone as a key indicator of disproportionate air 

quality impacts will produce a list of communities at or near 1,500 feet in 

elevation and will miss those with high levels of diesel, benzene, chromium, 

formaldehyde, traffic density, or other hot spot-type pollutants.  It is thus not very 

useful for identification of communities with disproportionate air quality impacts.  

2. Furthermore, in San Diego there are only 9 air monitoring stations that measure 

ozone, for a county of 4,261 square miles.  Nine monitors do not provide enough 



data points to accurately interpolate levels of ozone at the community level. The 

ARB method puts too much weight on a metric that lacks fine resolution at a 

community scale.  

3. In contrast, the EJ Screening Method developed by Pastor, Sadd, and Morello-

Frosch relies on a much wider set of data to identify communities with 

disproportionate air quality impacts. Their method factors in not only the numbers 

of emission sources in proximity to sensitive land uses, but also the presence in 

the community of major emission sources such as freeways, ports, refineries, and 

airports. It thus incorporates the environmental justice dimension of incompatible 

land use, as well as air quality and health hazard indicators. Given that ARB’s 

Community Land Use Guidance recommends separation of sensitive receptors 

from exactly these types of emission sources, proximity to these sources should 

be included in any ARB EJ screening model.  

4. ARB’s method needs to include more social vulnerability indicators. Research 

done by the Pastor-Sadd-Frosch research team has found numerous factors that 

independently predict degree of risk for cancer or respiratory hazards from air 

pollutants, in addition to poverty status -- ethnicity, percent homeownership, 

population density, percent immigrants, and land use also have statistical links to 

health hazard and are appropriate supplemental metrics for identification of 

environmental justice communities.  

5. The ARB method uses EPA’s NATA cancer risk estimates, but does not use 

NATA diesel concentration estimates. Given ARB’s conclusion that 

approximately 70% of the cancer risk from air pollution is due to diesel, this 

seems to be an odd omission, one that will fail to identify communities such as 

San Diego’s Barrio Logan that have exceptionally high levels of diesel and 

moderate levels of other carcinogens.   

6. ARB is also relying, to some extent, on diesel levels as modeled in its site-specific 

health risk assessments of major ports of California. However, site-specific port 

studies have been done for only 3 ports – Los Angeles, Long Beach, and Oakland. 

No site-specific port diesel estimates have been done for San Diego or other 

California ports. 

7. ARB’s method of generalizing from census tracts to EJ communities does not 

work well in the San Diego region. San Diego does have at least 6 census tracts 

with NATA cancer risks greater than 100/million, 25 census tracts with NATA 

respiratory risk scores in the top 20% of California census tracts (i.e, greater than 

13.5), and many census tracts with greater than 64% of the population below 

200% of the poverty level. However, these tracts may not comprise 50% of the 

land area of a zip code, and no San Diego area communities are scored in the top 

20% statewide for this reason. 



8. We believe that San Diego’s portside communities are in the top 20% statewide, 

and that the ARB method is flawed in failing to identify them. Areas of 

Escondido, Vista, El Cajon, and San Marcos may also rank highly in a statewide 

scheme. At the same time, ARB should consider a model that ranks communities 

on regional scales rather than statewide. Because many land use and siting 

decisions are made within regions rather than between regions, identification of 

EJ communities within regions is also necessary in order to protect communities 

from further disproportionate siting decisions.  

9.  Finally, ARB’s method does not include communities as partners and does not 

include a ground-truthing mechanism that ensures that all significant emission 

sources have been identified and that distances to receptors are accurately 

accounted for in the model. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this matter. 

Sincerely, 

Joy Williams 

Research Director 

Cc: Ron Roberts 

       EJAC 


