
Statement from the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies
Concerning the Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico

Background

The Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies is a leading think tank committed to
responding to public policy issues affecting African Americans and communities of color. In
July 2008, the Joint Center launched the Commission to Engage African Americans on Climate
Change (CEAC). Composed of leaders from within the scientific, academic, private, and public
sectors, this diverse body was established with the mission to cultivate African American
engagement on the issues stemming from climate change and leadership in the new green
economy. With the guidance of the Joint Center, the Commission has helped to develop policy
recommendations that address disparate environmental impacts on communities of color and
ensure protection to low-income households.

As recounted in the Joint Center publication Environmental Justice through the Eye of Hurricane
Katrina, disaster preparedness is a national security issue. The devastation that struck the Gulf
Coast during Hurricane Katrina in 2005 demonstrated how structural barriers to equity in
housing, transportation, and land use decision-making can effectively isolate vulnerable
communities from the resources necessary to plan for and respond to disasters. Now, as hundreds
of gallons of oil spread unabated increasingly closer to protective ecosystems, human
settlements, and wrecks the region’s commercial fishing industry, the need for immediate action
to assess and redress the damages inflicted to human and wildlife communities affected by the
oil spill is evident.

Disaster Preparedness within Vulnerable Communities

Moving forward, the National Environmental Justice Advisory Council must utilize its position
within the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to implement a protocol for national
emergency preparation that is inclusive and recognizes the unique socio-economic challenges
facing racially and ethnically diverse communities and works to bridge these disparities in order
to ensure substantively adequate access to the tools that prevent loss during disasters and
resilience in their wake. In 2008, the National Consensus Panel on Emergency Preparedness and
Cultural Diversity1 issued a consensus statement explaining the need for and characteristics of
public health awareness plans that include and engage diverse communities:

1 June 11, 2008. National Consensus Statement & Guiding Principles & Panel List



The integration of racially and ethnically diverse communities into public health
emergency preparedness is essential to a comprehensive, coordinated federal,
state, tribal, territorial and local strategy to protect the health and safety of all
persons in the United States. Such a strategy must recognize and emphasize the
importance of distinctive individual and community characteristics such as
culture, language, literacy and trust, and promote the active involvement and
engagement of diverse communities to influence understanding of, participation
in and adherence to public health emergency preparedness actions. Additionally,
this strategy must acknowledge the critical commitment to developing effective
and sustainable services, programs and policies and building mutual
accountability. Only through these comprehensive, unified efforts can we work to
counter the legacy of racial and ethnic disparities and ensure that quality and
equality for all communities form the foundation of the Nation’s planning for any
and all public health emergencies.

Making Coastal Planning and Protection a Priority

Coastal communities are particularly sensitive to the effects of global climate change and
many major cities in the United States fall within zones that are at risk for impacts of sea
level rise, including wetland submersion, beach erosion, flooding, and saltwater intrusion
into freshwater aquifers. Given predictions from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change and the U.S. Global Change Research Program, more frequent and intense
weather events in the not-so-distant future require that our governing bodies make coastal
planning and protection a priority without delay. Effective public health emergency
preparedness is contingent upon engagement of stakeholders at multiple levels of
government. In order to generate the buy-in necessary to ensure the protection of coastal
areas and the communities that rely on them, the EPA must exert its unique position as a
regional and national body to generate the information necessary for government
decision-makers to make informed choices that builds on the assets of communities of
color—opportunities for health improvement, willing workers, ample need for
development—to promote an equitable and sustainable domestic growth.

Federal/State
! Enforce Executive Order No. 12898 to address environmental justice in minority

and low-income populations
! Invest in emergency response technology in areas with high vulnerability and

sensitivity to human and climate-induced disasters
! Create a disaster fund for low- to moderate-income communities

Regional/Local/Tribal
! Engage universities to collaborate with community members to conduct

community-wide vulnerability and capacity assessments (CVCA)
! Conduct cost-benefit analyses to determine the costs of inaction involved in not

preparing for coastal disasters



Community Engagement in Environmental Clean-up and Recovery

The environmental, health, and economic impacts of the oil spill on Gulf Coast residents have
yet to be determined; however, the actions taken now and after the flow of oil subsides to
facilitate swift and comprehensive recovery must be meted against potential long-term effects on
future Gulf Coast residents and the courageous individuals involved in cleaning efforts. The Joint
Center’s Commission applauds the EPA for disclosing the composition of Corexit, the chemical
currently being used as a dispersant in the Gulf Coast. Yet, accounts that spill workers are
complaining of “respiratory problems, headaches, and nausea2” bring the safety of exposure to
the oil and dispersants into question. Alternatives to chemical dispersants, such as
bioremediation strategies, need to be implemented to avoid possible detrimental health impacts
on workers. In the event of future oil spills, the lessons learned from this tragedy must be
recorded and disseminated to the public, including comprehensive environmental and
racial/ethnic impact analyses examining affected regions. Finally, given the continuing threat
that offshore drilling poses to hundreds of communities bordering our coasts, the EPA must
commit to a stronger stance in favor of alternative energy and supporting communities with the
means to implement clean energy projects. Without addressing energy sovereignty in the U.S.,
our coasts will continue to bear the brunt of our collective addiction to oil.

2Schwartz, N. and Brown, M. (June 6, 2009) “Gulf spill workers complaining of flulike symptoms.”Associated
Press.


