Chapter 14 - Environmental Justice

Background

The purpose of environmental justice is to avoid, minimize or mitigate disproportionately
high and adverse effects on low income and minority populations, to ensure full and fair
participation of low income and minority populations, and to prevent the denial of benefits to
low income and minority populations. Environmental justice seeks to ensure equal access to
transportation systems and transportation planning process inputs for everyone regardless of
race, color, creed, or national origin. In the past, minority and low-income populations have
been identified as the largest disenfranchised group, both in terms of equal access to
transportation supply and citizen input.

The environmental justice regulatory framework started with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act
and was reinforced by the Executive Order 12898 of 1994, which directs every federal agency
to make environmental justice part of its mission by identifying and addressing the effects of
all programs, policies, and activities on traditionally under-represented groups, defined as
“minority populations and low-income populations”. Under these requirements each MPO
receiving federal funds is expected to examine how well past and future transportation plans
address environmental justice issues. There are three fundamental environmental justice
principles:

e To avoid, minimize or mitigate disproportionately high and adverse human health and
environmental effects, including social and economic effects, on minority and low-
income populations.

e To ensure the full and fair participation by all potentially affected communities in the
transportation decision-making process.

e To prevent the denial of, reduction in, or significant delay in the receipt of benefits by
minority and low-income populations

Identification of Underserved Populations

The first step in analyzing environmental justice issues is to identify the population areas of
traditionally under-represented groups, specifically the low-income and minority population.
To make this determination, regionwide percentages of minority and low-income populations
were used based on 2000 census data. The regional average for minority population is
estimated to be approximately 34 percent. The 2000 census identifies the poverty threshold
for a household as $17,029 per year. The regional average for population at or below poverty
is 17 percent. A spatial analysis of 2000 census data on minority and low-income populations
is shown in Maps 6-4 and 6-5 in Chapter 6. These maps indicate concentrations of low-
income or minority residents are located predominantly in the City of Richmond, Charles City
County, eastern Henrico County and spread out in various locations immediately outside the
city limits. Concentrations are defined by this analysis to be census tracts with percentages of
minority or low-income population greater than the regional average.
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Figure 14-1 Socio-Economic Data used by Richmond Area MPO
for Demographic Profile and Mapping

2000 Totals for Threshold
Data Set MPO Area (Percentage)
Total Population 822416 | -
Total Households 324,457 | -
Minority Population 286,701 34%
Households below Poverty 55,607 17%
Zero Car Households 28,904 9%
One Car Households 105,377 32%

In addition to minority and low-income populations, MPO staff also assessed the location of
zero car households and one car households in the region. This spatial analysis can be seen in
Map 14-1 and indicates that concentrated areas of low auto ownership generally coincide with
concentrated areas of low-income and minority populations. This spatial analysis illustrates
the necessity for considering the transportation needs of these target populations.

Allocation of Funds to Geographic Areas

An analysis was performed in conjunction with the spatial analysis identifying traditionally
disadvantaged groups to determine what level of investment these areas would receive in
terms of transportation spending as part of the 2026 LRTP Update. Figure 14-2 shows which
projects are located in each area, or would serve each area, and what spending would be
accounted for in each area. The numbers included with the project description are the same as
those provided in the financially constrained projects list provided in Chapter 14.

The projects described in Figure 14-2 indicate that approximately $792,949,000 will be spent
in areas indicated as those with a high concentration of minority and low-income populations.
When compared with the total expenditures in the 2026 LRTP (approximately
$2,142,219,000), it is estimated that more than 37 percent of the expenditures will directly
benefit those areas with concentrations of minority and low-income populations.

Communication with Low-Income and Minority Groups

Another element of environmental justice is public involvement. In keeping with the
principles and objectives of environmental justice, special efforts have been made to reach out
to minorities and low-income groups within the MPO study area. These outreach efforts were
focused on local community newspapers, community radio stations, religious organizations
and places of worship, and access to public workshops.

Public workshops were conducted at the beginning, middle and end of the plan update process
in June 2003, December 2003, and March 2004, respectively. Locations for the workshops
were selected based on proximity to population and employment centers, accessibility for all
local jurisdictions, and availability of facilities. Several of the workshops were conducted in
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Map 14-1 Minority and Low-Income Population
versus Automobile Ownership

Chapter 14 219
Environmental Justice






locations more easily accessible to historically underserved populations, such as communities
with high concentrations of low-income, minority, and transit dependent citizens.

Public workshop dates, times, and locations were advertised in the Richmond Times-Dispatch,
as well as the Richmond Free Press and the Richmond Voice newspapers, two minority
focused newspapers in the Richmond area. A quarter page ad format was used that included
transportation graphics and asked simple questions about future transportation options. Those
who read the ad were encouraged to come to one of the three meetings and speak out for what
they thought was important. Meeting notices were also aired on local government access
cable stations and WRVA radio (AM 1410) aired a short ad notifying the public of the
workshops.

Over 840 notices for the public workshops were sent via mail and/or e-mail including notices
to MPO committee members, local jurisdiction government staff, local transportation
providers, social service agencies, local churches, area news media, advocacy groups, and
interested citizens. In addition, the workshop locations, dates, and times were publicized on
the Richmond Regional Planning District Commission (RRPDC) web site

A transportation survey/questionnaire was distributed between May 22, 2003 and June 27,
2003 in an effort to obtain direct public input on transportation issues and regional goals and
objectives. The surveys were distributed at the public workshops and were placed in 14 local
libraries throughout the Richmond region along with display boards bringing attention to the
surveys. Six of the 14 libraries are located in areas identified as having concentrations of
minority and low-income populations.

In addition, the MPO has established an on-going working group called the Elderly and
Disabled Advisory Committee (EDAC) which provides advice to the MPO on issues, plans,
and studies which may affect the region’s elderly and persons with disabilities. This includes
special efforts to plan public transportation facilities and services that can be effectively
utilized by the elderly and persons with disabilities. Resolutions approved by EDAC are
presented to the MPO.

Summary of Impacts and Benefits

Examination of environmental justice from the whole, interdependent perspective raises some
highlights as well as concerns. Both the current project lists and past transportation plans
show a heavy emphasis on roadway projects, including expansion and new facilities in
outlying areas of urbanized counties. Upon examination, these areas were identified as
predominately white and upper and middle-class.

Projects in the areas of Richmond with high minority populations focus on improved safety
for pedestrians, linkages to transit, and transit service improvements. Transit programs
included in plans show that areas with high percentages of low-income and minorities were
served if they were located near the urban core. As distance from the urban core increased,
transit service decreased. Many of the routes serving low-income and minority areas had long
headways and lacked adequate night and weekend service. Some outlying areas with low-
income and minority populations received little or no transit service at all. Note however that
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in August 2002, Henrico County modified routes and expanded service to include a new
cross-county route and extended service to Virginia Center Commons. These modifications
and extensions provide improved access to shopping and employment opportunities and allow
for more convenient transfers.

Projecting what transportation service is needed and how environmental justice provisions can
be met is difficult. Based on 2000 census information, it appears that improving transit service
by expanding into new areas and by reducing headways on existing routes in minority and
low-income areas appears to be the best way to provide equal access to the transportation
network.

For this to occur, the state, MPO, and local jurisdictions should consider ways to extend
public transportation services into suburban areas of the region while also improving service
times (i.e., reduced headways and weekend service for areas outside the city). This may
prove difficult, since there currently is no long-term dedicated funding source for transit
operations.
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