COVID-19
& Environmental Justice
The negative health outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic
closely mirror the racial and socioeconomic disparities
that environmental justice communities have faced for
decades.
The legacy of environmental racism in
NYC has led to the disproportionate siting
of polluting infrastructure in low-income communities and communities of
color, which has resulted in higher levels
of respiratory illness, cardiovascular disease, and other chronic illnesses, increasing their susceptibility to COVID-19.

In NYC, African Americans and Latinos represent higher rates of fatalities than their representation in the population. As of April
2020, Latinos make up 34 percent of people
who have died of the virus but only 29 percent of the population; African Americans
make up 28 percent of those who have died,
but only 22 percent of the population.2,3,4

Furthermore, new research is showing that
higher levels of PM2.5 are associated with
higher death rates from COVID-19, and that
marginal decreases in pollution could have
resulted in hundreds fewer COVID-19
deaths in NYC.1

Preliminary data shows that the Bronx has
experienced 2x the fatalities than the rest of
the city, and with the South Bronx being particularly impacted by high numbers of cases.5

While worldwide air pollution exposure has
been decreasing during this pandemic, it is
unclear how concentrations are affected in
specific environmental justice communities
that currently endure the highest levels of
air pollution and are still supporting many
essential services.
We are seeing these environmental justice
consequences amplified by the coronavirus
pandemic; the same communities dealing
with higher rates of chronic disease are being
hit hardest by the virus. People of color are
being infected and dying from COVID-19
at disproportionate rates.
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Compounding these clear disparities, it
is likely that NYC is undercounting the
COVID- 19 related deaths – some estimates
suggest as much as 40% – due to residents
who are dying at home and not included in
the official death toll.6 In fact, City officials
recalculated the initial toll the virus has taken
and disclosed a new staggering number —
adding nearly 4,000 to the total.7 In order to
truly understand COVID-19 disparities and
where the need for support is greatest, we
must fully understand which communities
are being most impacted.
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COVID-19
& climate emergencies
Similarly, to climate change, COVID-19 is a threat multiplier.
When the two crises intersect, the effects of poor Air
quality, extreme heat, and severe storms on ej communities
will be disastrous.
According to the NYC Panel on Climate
Change, by the 2050’s New York City can
expect to see the number of 90 degree days
to double, and the number of heatwaves
to either triple or quadruple, which puts
increasing strain on our energy grid and
causes the most polluting power plants to be
fired up, worsening air quality and increasing electricity costs.
New Yorkers who are currently suffering
from higher rates of asthma and respiratory issues – whose best defense against
COVID-19 is to stay in their home – will
have to deal with skyrocketing electricity
costs in order to cool their homes. In the
event the grid becomes so strained to trigger blackouts and brownouts, those most
vulnerable to both heat-related illness and
COVID-19 will be trapped home with no
relief from the heat.

The City’s main point of intervention for
heat emergencies is to open up public
cooling centers when a heat emergency is
announced. The usual ways New Yorkers
keep cool will likely be unavailable – public
pools and beaches are likely to remain closed,
and maintaining social distance in parks and
cooling centers presents a challenge.
The 2020 Atlantic Hurricane Season is
already predicted to be more active than
usual.8 Superstorm Sandy battered nearly
1/3 of all NYCHA units (over 35,000 units
across 400 buildings), damaged critical damaged critical public and private infrastructure, and disrupted access to food, drinking
water, healthcare, and other critical services.9
Hurricane evacuations may be complicated
by social distancing orders, especially in
low income communities of color where
there is a deep reliance on now-reduced
public transportation. Furthermore, emergency shelters play a crucial role in housing
displaced residents.

How can environmental justice communities safely follow
the stay-at-home order during a heat emergency with no A/C
or electricity?
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COVID-19
& a just recovery for nyc
Access to safe and healthy housing is a human right. Millions of Americans have faced unemployment as a
direct result of COVID-19, and millions more are expected to lose their income. For low-income people
and people of color who are more likely to be renters, and who faced financial precarity even before
the crisis, this crisis has put ever more pressure on wallets, making already costly essentials such as rent
and electricity unaffordable. The ability to keep the lights on and homes cool in the summer months
and to keep the water running to stay sanitary are essential to environmental justice.
The COVID-19 global pandemic is an opportunity to recognize that community preparedness in NYC
needs to account not just for extreme weather events like heat waves and hurricanes, but also brace for
the threat of emerging infectious diseases. Community resiliency has to be holistic and just; we need
preparedness strategies for the many health crises that will only be exacerbated and complicated by
climate change.
COVID-19 is decimating our economy, and the widespread job loss and trauma for many people will
continue to grow. Climate solutions will create direct opportunities for coming out of an economic
collapse, but only if there is large-scale, coordinated citywide action rooted in equity. By investing in
the infrastructure transformation we need to reach a completely renewable energy economy, we can put
millions of people back to work with good wages and protection.

a just recovery from covid-19:
– Prioritize COVID testing in EJ & other low income communities and communities of color
– Freeze rent and utility payments through the end of the COVID-19 pandemic.
– Expand the NYS Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP) for cooling to meet the needs of
COVID- and heat-vulnerable communities.
– Cooling centers & hurricane evacuation shelters must adapt, and provide: social distancing
guidelines, advance notice of their locations, functioning A/C, and overnight access
– Invest in resilient, clean and distributed energy to reduce strain on the grid.
– Commit to climate adaptation investments to build community resiliency
– Equitably allocate recovery resources to frontline low-income communities of color.
– Invest in a Climate & Community Stimulus that prioritizes environmental justice communities
for climate change solutions to jumpstart the regenerative, green economy.
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About NYC-EJA: Founded in 1991, the New York City Environmental Justice
Alliance is a non-profit, 501(c)3 citywide membership network linking grassroots
organizations from low-income neighborhoods and communities of color in their
struggle for environmental justice.
Learn more at www.NYC-EJA.org
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