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How Pennsylvania Health Department’s 
Cross-Sector Partnerships Are 
Strengthening Climate and Environmental 
Jus�ce 
 
Environmental jus�ce is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people, regardless of race, 
color, na�onal origin, or income, to develop, implement, and enforce environmental laws, regula�ons, and 
policies. 
 
For decades, Pennsylvania has worked across state government agencies on environmental jus�ce issues. 
The Pennsylvania Department of Health (DOH) worked alongside the Pennsylvania Department of 
Environmental Protec�on (DEP) to convene a statewide Environmental Jus�ce Working Group in 1999 and 
subsequently developed an Environmental Jus�ce Advisory Board to provide recommenda�ons to 
advance Environmental Jus�ce in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  
 
Pennsylvania has priori�zed environmental jus�ce due to the ongoing challenges of pollu�on and climate 
change faced in environmental jus�ce areas. The state has the third most Superfund sites on EPA’s Na�onal 
Priori�es List, and many of these sites are in low-income neighborhoods. DEP’s 2022 Integrated Water 
Quality Report found that 33% of Pennsylvania’s rivers and streams do not meet quality standards for 
water supply, aqua�c life, recrea�on, or fish consump�on. Climate change is likely to exacerbate exis�ng 
racial dispari�es across a broad range of health outcomes, including death, respiratory and heart disease, 
mental health, and heat-related illness, especially among infants and children of color. 
 
In October 2021, former Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf took ac�on to beter coordinate environmental 
jus�ce efforts in the state by signing Execu�ve Order 2021-07, which formally established the Office of 
Environmental Jus�ce (OEJ) and the Environmental Jus�ce Interagency Council (EJIC) at DEP. Ci�ng the 
Pennsylvania Cons�tu�on’s right to clean air and water in Ar�cle 1, Sec�on 27, the order directed the 
office to develop an Environmental Jus�ce strategic plan every five years and create the EJIC. The EJIC 
membership is comprised of designated staff of the Secretaries of Pennsylvania’s execu�ve agencies, 
including DOH. The EJIC reviews and provides input into the development and implementa�on of DEP’s 
Environmental Jus�ce plan and makes recommenda�ons to the Governor’s office on environmental health 
issues and recommends processes to incorporate environmental jus�ce considera�ons into agencies’ 
decision making, among other ac�vi�es. DOH has ac�vely par�cipated in the EJIC since it first met in 2022 
and priori�zed environmental jus�ce in the department. 
 

Pennsylvania DOH’s Environmental Justice Strategic Plan 
DOH priori�zes environmental jus�ce as crucial to fulfilling its mission and vision, no�ng that “it is cri�cal 
to address the dispropor�onate burden of adverse health effects impac�ng those living in Environmental 
Jus�ce Communi�es to achieve health equity.” The Division of Environmental Health Epidemiology at DOH, 
in collabora�on with the Policy Office, Office of Health Equity, and the Bureau of Emergency Response and 
Preparedness, developed the Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan for DOH. 
 

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/placeandhealth/eji/index.html
https://www.dep.pa.gov/PublicParticipation/OfficeofEnvironmentalJustice/History/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.dep.pa.gov/PublicParticipation/EnvironmentalJustice/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.dep.pa.gov/PublicParticipation/OfficeofEnvironmentalJustice/Pages/PA-Environmental-Justice-Areas.aspx
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/b9746eec807f48d99decd3a583eede12
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9363288/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9363288/
https://www.oa.pa.gov/Policies/eo/Documents/2021-07.pdf
https://www.dep.pa.gov/PublicParticipation/OfficeofEnvironmentalJustice/History/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.dep.pa.gov/PublicParticipation/OfficeofEnvironmentalJustice/History/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/LI/consCheck.cfm?txtType=HTM&ttl=00&div=0&chpt=1&sctn=27&subsctn=0
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Health%20Equity/Environmental%20Justice%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
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As the first EJIC member to develop an Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan, which was adopted in 
December 2022, other EJIC members are now using DOH’s plan as a blueprint to develop their own. The 
plan provides a framework for con�nuing and building on DOH’s efforts to address health dispari�es 
associated with environmental health hazards in vulnerable communi�es. The strategic plan integrates 
environmental jus�ce into the DOH’s internal and external processes to priori�ze the needs of residents 
living in Environmental Jus�ce communi�es. Ac�vi�es in the strategic plan include: 
 
• Increasing awareness among DOH staff of environmental jus�ce and its connec�on to health equity. 
• Strengthening programma�c oversight of environmental jus�ce, health equity, and climate change in 

the department. 
• Integra�ng environmental jus�ce and health equity principles into grant and contract processes. 
• Collabora�ng with other state agencies to promote environmental jus�ce and health equity. 
• Strengthening engagement with environmental jus�ce communi�es. 
• Consul�ng with the Clean Air Council on climate and land impacts surrounding hazardous sites in the 

Delaware River Valley. 
• Encouraging the development of a pilot program u�lizing the Low Income Home Energy Assistance 

Program (LIHEAP), a federal assistance program to reduce the costs associated with home energy 
bills, energy crises, weatheriza�on, and minor energy-related home repairs, for air condi�oning. 

• Developing and showcasing an Environmental Health Indicators Map. 
 
DOH intends to incorporate feedback from Pennsylvania communi�es into the implementa�on of the 
current plan and future itera�ons of the Strategic Plan. 
 

State Partnerships 
Execu�ve Order 2021-07 brought leaders within Pennsylvania DOH and DEP together to begin integra�ng 
environmental jus�ce across DOH’s work. By leveraging rela�onships across offices, DOH was able to 
develop the Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan with exis�ng personnel resources. DOH’s Environmental 
Health Team has also partnered with external organiza�ons through previous or exis�ng grants into which 
they are building environmental jus�ce ini�a�ves. These partners include the Clean Air Council, the 
Na�onal Weather Service, and Women for a Healthy Environment.  
 
One noted success that Pennsylvania Environmental Health staff shared is that they have not had to “make 
the case” for integra�ng environmental health as part of their ac�vi�es with their partners, as many 
partners are already aware of environmental jus�ce work and agree that it should be a priority to promote 
health equity among Pennsylvania residents. This has made partnering with new organiza�ons more 
streamlined for DOH, as the groundwork has been laid for why this work is important. 
 
One of the Environmental Health Team’s main innova�ons in promo�ng environmental jus�ce work 
among new and exis�ng partners has been to u�lize grant money in alignment with Strategy 3 in the 
Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan (i.e., to increase equity of DOH’s grant and contrac�ng processes by 
integra�ng environmental jus�ce and health equity principles). DOH is in the process of revising the 
internal grants approvals and contrac�ng processes and working with other state agencies to assess the 
capacity of environmental jus�ce community-based organiza�ons to apply for and u�lize state funds. This 
new policy will allow them to crea�vely support their partners’ work on the ground. 
 
Incorpora�ng environmental jus�ce and climate work has already resulted in posi�ve outcomes for the 
long-term ac�ons in DOH. As part of Strategy 2 in the Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan (i.e., to 

https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Health%20Equity/Environmental%20Justice%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs/low-income-home-energy-assistance-program-liheap
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs/low-income-home-energy-assistance-program-liheap
https://www.phaim1.health.pa.gov/env-health-map/
https://www.oa.pa.gov/Policies/eo/Documents/2021-07.pdf
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Health%20Equity/Environmental%20Justice%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Health%20Equity/Environmental%20Justice%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf
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strengthen DOH’s environmental jus�ce, health equity, and climate change programma�c oversight),  
environmental health has been integrated in the most recent Pennsylvania State Health Assessment, and 
measurable environmental health goals to improve health among those living in Environmental Jus�ce 
areas were integrated into the 2023-2028 State Health Improvement Plan. These goals include reducing 
the number of heat-related hospitaliza�ons and increasing the number of children between the ages of 0-
6 being screened for lead exposure.  
 

Challenges for Incorporating Environmental Justice into Public Health 
Policy 
State execu�ve agency leaders par�cipa�ng in the EJIC support its goals, however each agency establishes 
its own �meline for implemen�ng the Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan. Specific to DOH’s 
Environmental Jus�ce Strategic Plan, DOH leaders note that physicians need training on environmental 
health, and that environmental health is o�en not considered a priority un�l there is a major 
environmental health crisis (such as the East Pales�ne, Ohio train derailment in early 2023 that occurred 
near the Pennsylvania border).  
 
One of DOH’s strategies is to priori�ze the promo�on of environmental jus�ce, along with health equity, 
in its grants and contrac�ng process. While the agency is working toward this goal, revamping the grants 
management and accoun�ng processes can be a slow process, especially when there is limited 
administra�ve staff capacity. Staff shortages can also contribute to delays in delivering funds to partners, 
and smaller partner organiza�ons are not always equipped to handle larger levels of funding. 
 

Strategies for Integrating Environmental Justice Across Agencies 
Work with Partners when Developing a Strategic Environmental Justice Plan 
Working closely with partners (including frequent mee�ngs with leadership teams and across partners) 
can help departments of health integrate environmental jus�ce work across the agency. Allowing 
community input during the planning process, including implementa�on and evalua�on, will strengthen 
the popula�on’s buy-in and empower those living in environmentally vulnerable communi�es. 
 

Integrate Environmental Justice into Grant Proposals and Grant Opportunities 
Pennsylvania’s proposed grant strategy encourages all programs – regardless of whether they work on 
environmental health – to consider the impacts of environmental jus�ce, climate change, and health 
equity into their projects. This strategy includes reaching out to new community-based partners and 
exploring capacity-building opportuni�es for organiza�ons that could benefit from addi�onal funding for 
their work in health equity and environmental jus�ce. This type of grant strategy not only ensures the 
development and strengthening of partnerships, but also priori�zes environmental jus�ce as a 
founda�onal considera�on across all state-funded ac�vi�es. 
 

Test Communicating Environmental Justice Data and its Connections to Health Equity 
Pennsylvania’s DOH is posi�oned to provide data indicators for the prevalence of health inequi�es in 
environmental jus�ce areas, which can be used to measure the impact of policies being adopted both 
quan�ta�vely and qualita�vely. Pennsylvania’s evalua�on measurements in its Environmental Jus�ce 
Strategic Plan can be used to educate partners, policymakers, and the public. 

https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/Health%20Planning/SHAUpdateReport2022.pdf
https://www.health.pa.gov/topics/Documents/SHIP/SHIP_2023-2028.pdf
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