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Environmental Working Group comments for the National Environmental Justice
Advisory Council (NEJAC) public meeting

August 2021

The Environmental Working Group, or EWG, a nonprofit research and policy

organization with offices in Washington, D.C., Minneapolis, San Francisco and
Sacramento, Calif., submits comments for the August 18-19, 2021, meeting of the National
Environmental Justice Advisory Council (NEJAC).

We thank the Council for its work and the advice and guidance it provides the Environmental
Protection Agency to help with implementing environmental justice policies and protecting
environmental health quality for all communities.

Our written comments, and the public remarks presented at the August 18-19 meeting, focus
on the need to add drinking water as a metric in the EPA’s Environmental Justice Screening
and Mapping Tool, or EJSCREEN. This tool is based on “nationally consistent data and an
approach that combines environmental and demographic indicators in maps and reports,”
according to the EPA’s website.

As the NEJAC members know, the 11 environmental indicators included in EJSCREEN are
(1) National-Scale Air Toxics Assessment, or NATA, air toxics cancer risk; (2) NATA
respiratory hazard index; (3) NATA diesel particulate matter; (4) fine particulate matter, or
PM2.5; (5) ozone; (6) lead paint; (7) traffic proximity and volume; (8) proximity to Risk
Management Plan sites; (9) proximity to treatment, storage and disposal facilities; (10)
proximity to Superfund National Priorities List sites; (11) and wastewater discharges. These
11 metrics are important and essential indicators of environmental quality and environmental
pollution risk.

However, a key metric is missing from EJSCREEN: drinking water quality.

Drinking water is an environmental justice priority

EJSCREEN and peer-reviewed research have shown disparities in community exposure to air
pollution exist at both national and local levels.>® There is now growing evidence of similar
disparities in communities’ drinking water quality.

! https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen
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Peer-reviewed studies report that community water systems serving areas with a greater
percentage of people of color are more likely to experience worse drinking water quality
compared to nationwide averages.*>® It is essential that EJISCREEN add a drinking water
metric when assessing community environmental health disparities.

Adding a water quality metric to EJSCREEN would also aid in the development of more
equitable policies for infrastructure investment to alleviate adverse impacts.’

As researchers in the field, our team is aware that studies on the geospatial distribution of
drinking water contamination have been limited by the lack of comprehensive, centralized
datasets on water use, water quality, and water service areas.® Although California has
published geospatial analysis of drinking water data under the CalEnviroScreen program,
detailed analysis of drinking water quality for other U.S. states has not been conducted
despite a vital need for such data.
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We urge the NEJAC to emphasize to the EPA the importance of including drinking water as
a metric in EJSCREEN.

Adding drinking water to EJSCREEN is practical, essential

This approach is both practical and essential to document and recognize the full scope of
environmental pollution impacts on communities. Increasingly, state agencies and academic
researchers are developing and publishing geographic information system, or GIS, datasets
for community water system service area boundaries, and these data can be integrated with
the Census block and Census tract data.
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Such analysis must include comprehensive data on contaminant occurrence, available from
state drinking water agencies that hold regulatory authority over public water systems in their
states. Environmental justice screening and mapping tools should include demographic
analysis and data on drinking water contaminant occurrences of both regulated and
unregulated contaminants. The tools should also include information on compliance with
health standards and monitoring requirements.

EWG has been conducting and compiling drinking water test data for all states since 2005.
These are the results of drinking water testing that community water systems conduct to
demonstrate compliance with drinking water quality regulations. The datasets are maintained
by the agencies that regulate public water systems in each state. Our compiled dataset is
available at https://www.ewq.org/tapwater/.

Drawing on this national dataset of drinking water contaminant occurrence, we conducted
case studies that analyzed the patterns in the distribution of cumulative cancer risk due to
carcinogenic contaminants in tap water compared to the demographic data from the U.S.
Census. This study is under peer review, and we will provide the results to both the EPA and
the NEJAC once the final article is published.

Much-needed first step: considering drinking water in EJSCREEN

Using GIS data for community water system boundaries and contaminant occurrence data
could help significantly advance analyses of community-level drinking water data, much like
improvements in air pollution research have resulted in tangible benefits for local and
national assessments of emissions and air quality.

The assessment of cumulative exposures that has already been applied to air quality should
become a cornerstone for more comprehensive analyses of environmental quality, and future
policies to improve environmental health in all communities, especially those that have
historically experienced a disproportionate burden of pollution and may still have a
disproportionate burden of pollution.

EWG recommends for state and federal government agencies to include geospatial,
community-level data on drinking water contaminant occurrence in their research and policy
initiatives to help address those burdens. Adding drinking water data as the 12th metric in the
EPA’s EJSCREEN is a much-needed step in that direction.

Submitted on behalf of the Environmental Working Group:

Tasha Stoiber, Ph.D.

Uloma lgara Uche, Ph.D.

Sydney Evans, MPH
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