 EGR 108 - Case 1: Is Environmentalism a Middle Class Value?

An environmental response is often precipitated first by a complaint. But to complain, one must have a “voice.” If a certain group of people has had little or no voice in the past, they are likely to feel and be disenfranchised. Although there have been recent examples to the contrary, African-American communities have had little success in voicing concerns about environmentally unacceptable conditions in their neighborhoods. Hispanic-Americans may have even less voice in environmental matters since their perception of government, the final arbiter in many environmental disagreements, is one of skepticism and outright fear of reprisal in the form of being deported or being “profiled”. Many of the most adversely affected communities are not likely to complain. 

Land use is always a part of an environmental assessment. However, justice issues are not necessarily part of these assessments. Most environmental impact assessment handbooks prior to the late 1990s contained little information and guidelines related to fairness issues in terms of housing and development. They were usually concerned about open space, wetland and farmland preservation, housing density, ratios of single versus multiple family residences, owner occupied housing versus rental housing, building height, signage and other restrictions, designated land for public facilities like landfills and treatment works, and institutional land uses for religious, health care, police and fire protection.  

When land uses change (usually to become more urbanized), the environmental impacts may be direct or indirect. Examples of direct land use effects include eminent domain, which allows land to be taken with just compensation for the public good. Easements are another direct form of land use impacts, such as a 100 m right-of-way for a highway project that converts any existing land use (e.g. farming, housing, or commercial enterprises) to a transportation use. Land use change may also come about indirectly, such as so-called secondary effects of a project that extend, in time and space, the influence of a project. For example, a wastewater treatment plant and its connected sewer lines will create accessibility which spawns suburban growth.
 People living in very expensive homes may not even realize that their building lots were once farmland or open space and, had it not been for some expenditure of public funds and the use of public powers like eminent domain, there would be no subdivision. 

Environmentalists are generally concerned about increased population densities, but housing advocates may be concerned that once the land use has been changed, environmental and zoning regulations may work against affordable housing. Even worse, environmental protection can be used as an excuse for some elitist and exclusionary decisions. In the name of environmental protection, certain classes of people are economically restricted from living in certain areas. This problem first appeared in the U.S. in the 1960s and 1970s in a search for ways to preserve open spaces and green areas. One measure was the minimum lot size. The idea was that rather than having the public sector securing land through easements or outright purchases (i.e. fee simple) to preserve open spaces, developers could either set aside open areas or require large lots in order to have their subdivisions approved. Thus, green areas would exist without the requisite costs and O&M entailed by public parks and recreational areas. Such areas have numerous environmental benefits such as wetland protection, flood management, and aesthetic appeal. However, minimum lot size translates into higher costs for residences. The local rules for large lots that result in less affordable housing is called exclusionary zoning. One value (open space and green areas) is pitted against another (affordable housing). In some cases, it could be argued that preserving open spaces is simply a tool for excluding people of lesser means or even people of minority races.

Case Study Box: Habitat for Humanity

A recent case reflects the common problem of competing values in land use. The housing advocacy group, Habitat for Humanity, proposed a development of affordable houses in a college town in the Southeast. The cost of housing in this town is well above the state average, so a number of advocates supported the Habitat model, where potential homeowners invest in their own homes through “sweat equity” and receive voluntary support. But some groups formed in opposition to the plan. In an early meeting, one neighbor stated a desire that the homes be like a nearby high-cost subdivision (houses costing much more than even the already expensive town average). She recommended that they be "single family homes with a nice, friendly, college town look and feel."
 Another later said that "From day one, we have said that that parcel is not suited for a high-density project." That may be the case, but the result of such thinking is, in the end, exclusionary. People are very passionate and protective about their neighborhoods, well beyond concern about property values. This is a form of “NIMBY” (Not in my backyard), so common to the environmental engineer who must balance science and social needs to site unpopular facilities like landfills and treatment plants. 
1. Read the case analysis guidance (posted in Blackboard Documents). Go through each step and determine how it pertains to this issue.

2. Based on your review in #1 above, construct a syllogism to arrive at a moral/ethical conclusion regarding what is the right thing to do in this case.

3. Based upon your syllogism, follow the checklist beginning on page 12 of the case analysis guidance, share and explain at least two ways to balance the various perspectives in this issue? Be specific as to whom the advice is given and as to why you are giving it (e.g. The engineer should ____ because X (fact A) and Y (fact B) require this (ethical argument). Be ready to justify these recommendations with your team members and others in class.
� The quotes have been changed to protect anonymity, but the meanings are maintained.














