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Overview
1. What is civil rights law and why does it involve 

air agencies?

2. What is environmental justice and how does it 
connect to civil rights?

3. How our humble agency got involved in this.

4. What’s next for our agencies in the new 
administration?



Civil Rights Law
 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 (42 U.S.C. Chapter 21) was 
initially explicitly a response to racial discrimination, 
passed through movement pressure:

All persons within the jurisdiction of the United States 
shall have the same right in every State and Territory 
to make and enforce contracts, to sue, be parties, give 
evidence, and to the full and equal benefit of all laws 
and proceedings for the security of persons and 
property as is enjoyed by white citizens, and shall be 
subject to like punishment, pains, penalties, taxes, 
licenses, and exactions of every kind, and to no other.
 

     
   

https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/uscode.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=42-USC-1564011560-1355666429&term_occur=999&term_src=title:42:chapter:21:subchapter:I:section:1981


Civil Rights Law
 

Currently, federal civil rights law includes 
prohibitions on discrimination against people on 
the basis of basis of

• race
• color 
• national origin (including limited-English proficiency) 
• disability
• sex 
• age

States and local governments may include 
additional protected classes.  
     
 



Civil Rights Law
 

This is enforced through prohibitions on 
discrimination:

• By federal agencies
• In public accommodations
• To the states through the Interstate Commerce Clause 

and 14th Amendment
• And to recipients of federal funding  

     
 



Civil Rights
& 

the EPA

EPA is responsible for monitoring and enforcing:
• Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
• Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
• Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972
• Section 13 of the Federal Water Pollution Control Act 

Amendments of 1972 
• Age Discrimination Act of 1975 

…in accordance with EPA’s implementing 
regulations.

 
40 C.F.R. Part 5 https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-
I/subchapter-A/part-5  

and

Part 7 https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-
A/part-7

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-A/part-5
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-A/part-5
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-A/part-7
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-40/chapter-I/subchapter-A/part-7


Civil Rights
& 

the EPA

“Historically, public participation opportunities did not 
always succeed in reaching all interested or affected 

segments of the public, nor did they always provide access 
to influence EPA’s decision-making or to ensure 

accountability. In response to these concerns identified by 
members of the public and other government agencies, EPA 
emphasizes the term “meaningful involvement” to refer to 
how the public participation process could include and be 

accessible to a more representative public— including 
multi-lingual, multi-cultural, rural, and urban 
populations with differing abilities, ages, and 

documentation statuses—all communicated in plain 
language.”

- EPA’s Meaningful Involvement Policy document, Page 5

https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2023-12/final_meaningful-involvement-policy_eams_11.7.2023_508.pdf


“Environmental justice” is a social justice movement

• It too arose as a response to racism, and became a 
national movement by Black-led organizing, in this 
case in the 1970’s in NC

• The term “environmental justice” was coined in the 
1980’s, although arguably discriminatory practices of 
resource extraction and pollution concentration have 
been around for centuries/eons

Environmental Justice 
&

 Civil Rights



1st EJ Executive Order signed by President Bill 
Clinton in 1994, EO 12898

“Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice 
in Minority Populations and Low-Income 
Populations”

Several executive orders have been signed since 
then, and agencies including the EPA have 
continued to develop their own plans and guidance 
for environmental justice.

Environmental Justice 
&

 Civil Rights



While civil rights compliance has defined classes, 
environmental justice allows for broader analyses 
of who is impacted, who is excluded, who is 
harmed, and who is engaged in all aspects of 
environmental projects and actions.

Both areas require a look not just at intent, but at 
effect.

Both, at their core, require meaningful public 
participation.

Environmental Justice 
&

 Civil Rights



PDEQ’s 
Civil Rights 
Resolution

Background: 

In June 2024, PDEQ and the EPA 
signed an “Informal Resolution 
Agreement” resolving a complaint.
The complaint arose from our permitting 
process for Becton Dickinson (BD), which 
proposed to use ethylene oxide for medical 
device sterilization.  
PDEQ engaged in a thorough outreach process 
and EJ analysis during the BD permitting 
application; however, this revealed that we did not 
have standard practices for our civil rights 
compliance for the department.



PDEQ’s 
Civil Rights 
Resolution

Informal Resolution Agreement (IRA) signed 
in June 2024 between PDEQ and EPA Office of 
Environmental Justice and External Civil 
Rights (OEJECR).
This Agreement imposed a number of 
conditions on PDEQ, including the 
development and adoption of multiple written 
documents, processes, internal office 
training, and tracking and reporting.



Development of the Civil Rights Plan
Outreach
• Used office and personal organizing networks 

to reach out to local social justice, 
environmental activism, disability rights, 
refugee/immigration agencies, food banks, 
local governments, and other organizations 
for ongoing project development

• Ultimately had meetings with disability rights 
organizations, the regional EJ center at UA, 
and the head of a refugee agency

PDEQ’s Civil 
Rights Program



Development, Cont’d
Review of other plans
• Looked to other Pima County plans for 

compliance; only PCDOT has one
• Looked at other regional, statewide, and 

beyond environmental and transportation 
agencies for their plans

•  EPA was developing its plan concurrently with 
our development, so we were not able to rely 
on that (“Civil Rights Guidance on Procedural 
Safeguards”)

PDEQ’s Civil 
Rights Program

https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-08/civil-rights-guidance-on-procedural-safeguards-august-2024.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-08/civil-rights-guidance-on-procedural-safeguards-august-2024.pdf


PDEQ Civil Rights Program Structure

Informal Resolution Agreement Compliance Plan

Non-Discrimination Statement Grievance ProcedureMeaningful Public Participation

Disability Access PlanLanguage Access Plan

Public Participation Plan

Ancillary SOP DocumentsBest Practices Documents

[  I  N  T  E  R  N  A  L          D  O  C  U  M  E  N  T  S  ]

Standard Operating Procedure 



The Pima County Department of Environmental Quality is committed to ensuring that no person 
is excluded from participation in, denied the benefits of, or subjected to discrimination under 
any program, activity, or service that it provides.

PDEQ does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex, national origin (including limited 
English proficiency), age, or disability, in full compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 and other applicable acts and laws. PDEQ does not intimidate or retaliate against any 
individual or group because they have exercised their rights to participate in or oppose actions 
protected/prohibited by 40 C.F.R. Parts 5 and 7, or for the purpose of interfering with such rights.

PDEQ’s Civil Rights Coordinator will be responsible for coordination of compliance efforts and 
receipt of inquiries concerning non-discrimination requirements implemented by 40 C.F.R. Parts 5 
and 7 (Non-Discrimination in Programs or Activities Receiving Federal Assistance from the 
Environmental Protection Agency), including Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, as amended; 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973; the Age Discrimination Act of 1975; Title IX of the 
Education Amendments of 1972; and Section 13 of the Federal Water Pollution Control Act 
Amendments of 1972 (hereinafter referred to collectively as the federal non-discrimination laws).

PDEQ Notice of Non-Discrimination



Public Participation Plan
• Details the Standard Operating Procedure 

for how PDEQ implements meaningful 
engagement into its activities

Disability Access Plan
• Covers how PDEQ ensures that community 

members of Pima County can access our 
engagement activities

Language Access Plan
• Explains language access challenges in 

Pima County and how PDEQ addresses and 
overcomes those challenges

PDEQ’s Civil 
Rights Program



PDEQ has created a Standard Operating 
Procedure (SOP) to standardize how the 
department incorporates meaningful involvement 
into its public engagement processes.

This SOP mainly consists of 3 documents:
• Initial Assessment Tool
• Ongoing Assessment Tool
• Final Assessment Tool

The SOP also involves several additional 
supporting documents like a Legal Notice 
Requirements chart, a Best Practices 
document, and it also references the Disability 
and Language Access Plans.

PDEQ’s Civil 
Rights Program













PDEQ has set up a temporary web page to share the Public Participation Documents and receive 
feedback.  The webpage is fully compatible with accessibility and translation software.

www.pima.gov/3361

https://www.pima.gov/3361/Public-Participation-Process


PDEQ has set up a temporary web page to share the Public Participation Documents and receive 
feedback.  The webpage is fully compatible with accessibility and translation software.

www.pima.gov/3361

https://www.pima.gov/3361/Public-Participation-Process


Next steps:
After public comment closes on 
December 16, PDEQ will make 
any changes we need to, and then 
send the drafts to the EPA for 
input.
Once those are finalized, we will create 
an internal training program so all staff 
understand our obligations and 
practices.

PDEQ’s Civil 
Rights Program



What’s next?

Project 2025 EPA Chapter:

https://static.project2025.org/2025_MandateForLeadership_CHAPTER-13.pdf

https://static.project2025.org/2025_MandateForLeadership_CHAPTER-13.pdf
https://static.project2025.org/2025_MandateForLeadership_CHAPTER-13.pdf


At PDEQ:
• We haven’t heard back from OEJECR since 

August

• Our reporting and tracking requirements 
will go into the ether

• We intend to continue to follow the plans 
because meaningful public participation 
remains our north star.

What’s next?



Questions?

Contact
Abigail.Okrent@pima.gov 
Sarah.Hite@pima.gov 

Websites:
Civil Rights | Pima County, AZ: 
www.pima.gov/3195

Public Participation Process + Content for 
Public Review | Pima County, AZ: 
www.pima.gov/3361

mailto:Abigail.Okrent@pima.gov
mailto:Sarah.Hite@pima.gov
https://www.pima.gov/3195/Civil-Rights
https://www.pima.gov/3361/Public-Participation-Process
https://www.pima.gov/3361/Public-Participation-Process
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