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A look at implementing corporate environmental justice analysis using 
ACELAS—Acknowledge, Commit, Engage, Learn, Act, and Share—principles. The
ACELAS approach is unique in that it is legally centered and geographically 
neutral and can be deployed in pieces or as a whole, depending on a  company’s
level of experience and past engagement in environmental justice and 
community issues.
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As we enter the second year of the Biden Administration,
the President’s commitments to make environmental justice
(EJ) a “whole of government” priority have moved from
words into action. These actions include advancing the Jus-
tice40 initiative to ensure that 40% of overall benefits from
federal climate and clean energy investments go to disad-
vantaged communities; the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) Administrator Michael Reagan’s November
2021 “Journey to Justice” tour through Mississippi,
Louisiana, and Texas; and the January 2022 release of a
draft to increase focus on EJ at superfund and cleanup sites.
With the continued dialogue at the White House Environ-
mental Justice Advisory Committee, and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice’s Environmental Crime Victim Assistance
Program, there is no question that embracing and engaging
with EJ provides opportunities to all stakeholders—and espe-
cially to communities and regulated business. 

What is certain is that EJ is
not a new concept by any
stretch—EJ has deep roots
in the civil rights movement
and in key studies connect-
ing low-income communi-
ties and communities of
color to proximity to industrial facilities. (See for example,
U.S. General Accounting Office, Siting of Hazardous Waste
Landfills and Their Correlation with Racial and Economic 
Status of Surrounding Communities (1983) (https://www.
osti.gov/biblio/5606995-siting-hazardous-waste-landfills-
correlation-racial-economic-status-surrounding-communities);
or United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice,
Toxic Waste in the United States (1987)) (https://www.nrc.gov/
docs/ML1310/ML13109A339.pdf).

Communities have brought legal actions and raised EJ issues
to local, state, and federal officials for many decades. President
Clinton in 1994 signed the first executive order on EJ, requir-
ing all federal agencies to take proactive steps in this space,
and every Administration since has kept the order in place.
While there is no federal environmental justice law, yet, the civil
rights laws, environmental laws, and zoning laws can be and
have been used to advance the EJ principles articulated in 
policy documents, speeches, and executive orders. 

In 2022, EJ issues will top the concerns of many U.S. commu-
nities, with neighborhood and community leaders, and gov-
ernmental organizations, seeking more details on the activities
of industrial and manufacturing companies, while citing con-
cerns about air and water pollution, traffic, risk of accidents,
and noise. EJ as a movement has evolved to include consider-
ation of not just air, land, and water issues, but a very wide
range of social and climate justice equities, such as access to a
clean and healthy environment overall, meaningful commu-
nity engagement, flood resistance, infrastructure, funding and

grants, employment opportunities, access to information, local
environmental monitoring, and increased governmental atten-
tion to communities of color and of disadvantaged economic
status. Under the Biden Administration, EJ prioritization
means increased pollution monitoring, getting tough on envi-
ronmental violators, and using technology to identify, and
then remediate, pollution “hot spots.” Department of Justice
complaints now more frequently contain narrative about the
economic and racial composition of the affected community,
and the Civil Rights Act’s enforcement powers are more inten-
tionally being directed to address EJ allegations. 

The increased attention by government and communities on
EJ provides true opportunities to the regulated community.
Leveraging the African proverb—“Once your eyes are
opened, they can never be closed again”—the EJ movement
and increased governmental focus on EJ offers an important
moment for corporate reflection and requires both legal risk
analysis and integration within companies. There are many
ways to approach an EJ analysis for an organization. One
approach can be through the ACELAS principles, collected
and refined through conversations and experiences with
dozens of facilities and communities over the years by the
author, Anne Carpenter, Lily Chinn, and Nadira Clarke. The
six ACELAS pillars can help a company evaluate the legal,
regulatory, and policy issues raised by authorities’ increased
consideration of EJ in permitting, enforcement, and litigation
proceedings.

EJ Analysis Using ACELAS Principles
The six ACELAS pillars, built from collected, successful 
practices of organization-wide incorporation of EJ, stand for
Acknowledge, Commit, Engage, Learn, Act, and Share. The
ACELAS approach is distinguished by being legally centered
and geographically neutral, and because it can be deployed
in pieces or as a whole, depending on a company’s level of
experience and past engagement in EJ and community is-
sues. While the ACELAS pillars were developed and refined
with manufacturing and corporate users facing increased
scrutiny of their activities by regulators and communities in
mind, most of the principles and concepts are broad enough
to be used by any organization desiring to incorporate EJ
considerations more deeply in day-to-day operations.

Acknowledge. Acknowledge includes recognition that EJ
has been, but is even more so today, a key policy initiative
of the federal government and state and local regulatory
bodies. As noted above, additional government resources
are being directed toward implementing policies focused on
environmental conditions in disadvantaged communities,
such as grants for community groups to retain technical and
scientific experts to assess community pollution levels; 
assessing cumulative impacts from geographic concentration
of industrial facilities; increased inspections; enforcement 
prioritization; and environmental impact mapping with tools

“Once your eyes
are opened, they
can never be
closed again.”
African Proverb
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such as EPA’s EJSCREEN (http://www.epa.gov/ejscreen) or
state-specific versions like CalEnviroScreen (https://oehha.ca.
gov/calenviroscreen/report/calenviroscreen-40) Companies
operating in communities with EJ concerns need to acknowl-
edge that their permits, operations, releases, and reporting
are under greater scrutiny.

Under the acknowledge pillar, a company may undertake a
baseline EJ legal assessment. This assessment can include in-
ventorying the position the company has taken, or is taking,
in legal and regulatory proceedings that include EJ issues.
Acknowledge might also include deploying a system to track
legal, regulatory, and policy developments relating to EJ. Not
every company, and not every facility, will encounter EJ is-
sues. As such, acknowledge focuses on understanding com-
munity specifics such as geographic location, historic facility
operation and performance, and reputation and perception
of a company in a community. This can help a company be
prepared to respond to EJ claims that could arise in future
litigation, permitting, or enforcement.

Commit. Once a company has acknowledged the potential
risks and opportunities that are associated with EJ issues in
the communities in which it operates, the next step is to de-
velop and commit to goals that prepare the company to ad-
dress the legal, regulatory, and operational risks posed when
local, state, and federal regulators increase their focus and
resources to scrutinize a company’s environmental impacts
on a community. EJ goals will be most helpful when they are
measurable and when employees at all levels in the organi-
zation are cognizant of both their adoption and importance.
Selecting and empowering internal champions can advance
employee engagement and familiarity with EJ goals. Internal
champions can lead teams and serve as check points and 
as business unit subject matter experts. The more diverse
champions and team members are, the more likely a com-
pany is to fully identify and respond to EJ across the business
enterprise. Lawyers are important members of the commit-
ment team, as they often are aware of the company’s exist-
ing and future obligations to communities based on past
enforcement activities. Commitment to EJ goals is most 
effective when articulated by top management. High-level
commitment conveys to both internal staff and external
stakeholders that EJ consideration is important to the 
business; and that the company holds itself accountable 
in this endeavor.

Engage. Building on acknowledge and commit, engage 
has internal and external aspects. Internal to a company, 
engage is about communicating with employees and 
recognizing the rich learning opportunities that affords. 
Employees often are members of the community that 
surround facilities and can serve as a valuable resource for
identifying concerns early before they lead to increased 
regulatory and enforcement attention on operations. Engage

also can involve sharing the company’s EJ goals internally
and externally, seeking feedback on the goals, and provid-
ing ways for internal staff and external stakeholders to be
part of the company’s goal accountability system. In so
doing, the company advances a corporate culture where 
EJ considerations become standard as employees carry 
out their job functions. 

External to a company, engage is about cultivating relation-
ships with neighboring community leaders and organiza-
tions. This might include identifying groups which
legitimately represent the interests of the community and
conducting a 360-degree assessment of the company’s rela-
tionship and past interactions with them. With information
from the assessment, companies are positioned to reinvest in
relationships that have strategic value and develop deeper
and more sustainable communication channels. Financial in-
vestment in the community can build trust and create op-
portunities for deeper, more substantive engagement in
which specific concerns are raised directly with the company
and where solutions can be explored short of litigation.
Community partnerships may involve financial investments
in the community such as parks; schools and technical train-
ing programs; support for community activities; and commit-
ments to hire from the community. 

Based on company resources and its risk assessment, en-
gage in action could take many forms, from using websites
and social media, to face-to-face meetings and household
visits, to forming and maintaining community advisory pan-
els, to hosting open houses and listening sessions, or run-
ning hotlines. For most companies, engage will identify and
build on successful past relationships and community build-
ing efforts.

Learn. This pillar builds on the prior three steps, and in-
creases a company’s understanding of its unique operations,
the communities in which it operates or may impact, past EJ
company experiences, and local, state, and federal enforce-
ment and inspection attention to facilities in distressed com-
munities that can expose a company to greater legal and
enforcement risk. Each company’s EJ learning will be a com-
pany-specific endeavor. Corporate learning can be enhanced
by implementing and using a system to track legal, regula-
tory, and policy developments in the EJ space. Learning may
also be advanced by evaluating current EJ policies; assessing
current community and corporate relationships at local, state,
regional, national, and international levels; using demo-
graphic screening and mapping tools; and tracking social
media. Learning also includes listening to community voices
on a regular, sincere, and intentional basis.

Related to learning is gaining a deeper understanding of the
rapidly evolving integration of EJ into publicly held corporate
financial disclosure systems through the Environment, Social,
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Governance (ESG) paradigm. As part of a company’s learn-
ing process, review of key disclosures of environmental 
information, such as in Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC) filings and sustainability reports will be important.
Through the ESG movement, worker safety, responsible en-
vironmental behavior, and positive community relations are
at the forefront of corporate values. Investors, boards of di-
rectors, customers, suppliers, unions, and employees expect
companies to be good neighbors, to reduce their pollution
impacts, and to contribute to the community in tangible
ways, more than the bare minimum. 

Learn is most effective as a legal risk reduction tool when a
company institutes a system for sharing learning throughout
a company’s leadership team. The greater the knowledge
base within a company regarding EJ, the better employees
can identify, address, or mitigate issues to help the company 
proactively reduce regulatory and enforcement risks. 

Act. Act focuses on proactive use of the knowledge gained
through implementation of and reflection on the previous 
pillars. Act is a company commitment to take action rather
than stand idle, and can include a variety of actions that, when
taken together, reduce a company’s EJ legal and regulatory
risk profile, such as developing or incorporating into existing
systems mechanisms to benchmark EJ policies and proce-
dures to raise their responsiveness and relevance; and affirma-
tively sharing and making accessible information on facility
developments that can impact the community, such as planned
growth, hiring, or manufacturing changes.

Act also means addressing community concerns promptly,
such as re-routing truck traffic or reducing disruptive con-
struction hours and making efforts to not repeat problematic
activities. Involving company counsel in this process is help-
ful, as lawyers are often the first to identify EJ risk due to
their early engagement in permitting, enforcement, auditing,
property acquisition and transfer, and other transactions.
Lawyers can also evaluate whether well-meaning efforts to
address community concerns raise legal issues, and discuss
such issues with management, so that appropriate consid-
ered steps can be taken. Another important act is to
strengthen community relationships by engaging commu-
nity-based contractors, employing community members 
at the facility, and actively participating in the community

through job fairs, charitable organizations, or economic
development councils.

Share. Finally, share focuses on communicating with a
range of audiences about a company’s EJ goals, vision, com-
mitments, and outcomes. Sharing should be undertaken
with keen awareness of accountability, and legal and regula-
tory trends. This means ensuring all statements about com-
munity investment and engagement are supported by facts
and data to avoid any perception of greenwashing; assuring 
consistency with public EJ and community-oriented state-
ments in shareholder and sustainability reports; disclosing
when a community investment is related to an environmen-
tal fine or violation; and providing clear points of contact for
community or media follow up for any details on shared ac-
tions. Ideally these contacts will be employees who are famil-
iar with details and accountable. It is important that contacts 
remain open to refining and adapting shared information
based on changing circumstances, community feedback,
and new developments.  

Involving employees and community leaders in sharing can
be helpful. Employees are authentic voices of the company
and can effectively convey a community commitment, both
internally and externally. Even more powerful are commu-
nity leaders who are willing to share information about the
organization’s environmental improvements and invest-
ments. Building liaisons between external affairs and govern-
ment relations teams, and legal, can avoid missteps in public
facing communications.

Ready to Meet the EJ Moment
With attention to current EJ policy and regulatory develop-
ments, and deployment of analytical tools like ACELAS or
similar frameworks, companies are sure to be ready to meet
the EJ moment. As the EJ focus of the Biden-Harris Adminis-
tration continues to unfold, companies are well served to
think ahead and be nimble. Now is the time to seize the 
opportunity that EJ provides to reflect on the corporate 
actions—both taken and yet to be deployed—that together
can implicate both social and environmental impacts. There 
is no better time than the present to meet this EJ moment,
and to lean into the equity, transparency, and accountability
expectations of communities, regulators, investors, employ-
ees, and the public. em
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