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sources of pollution, sensitive population groups and socioeconomic factors. These are different from 
the group of indicators and stressors that were part of the straw proposal, which included build 
environment, climate change, natural environment and population characteristics. Furthermore, while 
CalEnviroScreen has a limited number of indicators that were selected based on availability of good 
data, the list of indicators presented in the straw proposal was much more extensive. We urge that the 
number of indicators be reduced to a manageable number, focusing on the most critical indicators, 
and those for which good scientific data are available. Importantly, selection of the indicators should 
ensure that there is no double counting of potential impacts. Also, measurable indicators are better 
than proximity indicators as proxies for exposure (such as distance to facilities) as further discussed 
below. 

When considering selection of indicators, we note that there is a large amount of uncertainty in the 
underlying data for many of the EJ indicators. For example, the indicator for cancer and noncancer 
risks from air toxics is often based on data from US EPA’s AirToxScreen. As noted by US EPA, the 
AirToxScreen estimates should not be used to compare risks at local levels (i.e., at the Block Group 
level) because both demographic and environmental estimates underlying these data are associated 
with a large degree of uncertainty.1 The uncertainty stems from the lack of information at the Census 
Tract of Block Group level. Because of little information at that level, available data, for example at the 
Census Block level, would be assumed to be the same for all the Block Groups in the Census Tract, even 
if there may be important differences. This approach is used for many environmental indicators. Lastly, 
many of the indicators are screening-level proxies of potential health impacts, and do not represent 
actual health impacts. This is especially true for the “proximity” indicators such as the indicator for 
traffic or proximity to certain permitted facilities. These uncertainties limit the use of these indicators 
for anything other than a screening level assessment.  

Additional things to consider in the selection of indicators include:  

• Accuracy of the data (air pollutant concentrations, location data for facilities, emissions 
information); 

• How well the data on facilities/emission represent actual exposures to the census tract; and 

• How well the vulnerability characteristics represent actual vulnerabilities for the community. 

Furthermore, in developing weighting and scoring of indicators some questions to consider: 

• How will indicators be weighed? Is this based on scientific evidence and concrete data? 

• Is there a known mechanism of interaction to support scoring or weighing the indicator?  

 

1 AirToxScreen Frequent Questions | US EPA 
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• Is their evidence that supports using addition or multiplication for scoring impacts? Scoring 
based on multiplicative effects may be too conservative. 

Health-based Standards 

While in general environmental and social indicators can provide some useful context, there are 
limitations and some indicators may be redundant with air quality or other analyses that would be part 
of a CIA or other permitting requirements (e.g., evaluation of criteria air pollutant impacts). For 
evaluating air quality, the standard compliance with National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) 
should take precedence over relying on similar indicators for the criteria air pollutants (e.g., particulate 
matter, nitrogen dioxide or ozone). Health-based NAAQS are set at levels protective of the most 
sensitive population groups, including EJ communities. Similarly, if air toxics are at issue, air toxics risk 
assessments following guidelines already developed by MassDEP could be used instead of relying on 
indicators.  

Streamlined Analyses and Clear Guidance 

As noted above, we encourage the use of currently available tools in a qualitative manner and applying 
quantitative approaches only if appropriate and if good quality data are available. Many of the CIA 
elements appear to be descriptive in nature, utilizing maps to identify EJ areas and providing data 
associated with different indicators. 

When considering population health burdens, it can be difficult to quantify how or if those health 
burdens would be exacerbated by any project impacts. Clear guidelines on what would constitute an 
exacerbation of health impacts or whether project impacts are adverse should be developed. Similarly, 
if mitigation options are proposed, these should be related back to any potential adverse impacts and 
should demonstrate how the mitigation could actually help to minimize or mitigate the impacts.  

Overall, we encourage flexibility in how a CIA is conducted and a simplified path that includes targeted 
rather than a comprehensive list of indicators. Importantly, indicators should be selected based on the 
availability of good quality data. Clear thresholds for what constitutes existing environmental burdens 
and how to evaluate how the project would or would not contribute to additional burdens or adverse 
impacts is needed.  

  






