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September 25, 2020

The Honorable Andrew Wheeler
Administrator
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20460
Dear Administrator Wheeler:
Pursuant to Rules X and XI of the U.S. House of Representatives, the Committee is
continuing to investigate the failures of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to
address the impacts of pollution on environmental justice communities.
On September 4, the Office of Management and Budget issued a memorandum directing
federal agencies to end “un-American propaganda training sessions,” including those that
reference “critical race theory,” “white privilege,” or suggest “the United States is an inherently
racist or evil country.” 1 In response to this directive, EPA postponed racism sensitivity
trainings, 2 as well as a speaker series on “Environmental Justice and Structural Racism.” 3 This
series was to include, for example, a presentation on the effects of racially discriminatory
housing policies on communities today. 4 Relatedly, on September 22, the White House issued a
Executive Order further limiting the ability of federal agencies, the Armed Services, contractors,
and grant recipients from developing programs and trainings to address systemic racism. 5
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Where a person lives has a profound impact on the environmental conditions—good or
bad—that they encounter. An understanding of the structural, and sometimes racial, influences
on housing decisions is crucial to EPA’s environmental justice mission of ensuring equal
protection from health hazards. 6
EPA itself recognized the importance of these issues when it previously advertised the
speaker series, explaining that “addressing structural racism is indeed highly relevant to EPA’s
mission [emphasis added] and key to advancing the integration of [environmental justice].” 7
For example, it is widely recognized that minority, low-income, and otherwise
disenfranchised communities bear a disproportionate burden of pollution in this country. In
2018, EPA authored a study finding that Black Americans, regardless of income level, are
exposed to 1.5 times more dirty air from soot pollution than the population at large. 8 This
pollution is linked to premature death, heart disease, and lung disease, including asthma and now
the coronavirus of 2019 (COVID-19). 9 Black Americans are also 75 percent more likely to live
in areas with facilities that produce hazardous waste, and many live in areas that emit toxins that
expose them to a cancer risk above EPA’s level of concern. 10
We are concerned that EPA’s decision to suspend these events may undermine its
mission by discounting the underlying factors, including systemic racism, that contribute to
unequal environmental and health conditions. Environmental justice trainings are fundamentally
intertwined with EPA’s responsibility to advance clean air and water for all Americans, and
therefore these training sessions should not be canceled.
EPA’s decision is all the more perplexing given your recent speech in which you pledged
to deliver better results for communities facing environmental threats, recognizing that the
“communities that deal with the worst pollution in this country, they tend to be low income and
minority.” 11 You went on to say it is not “happenstance or coincidence” that certain
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communities face disproportionate pollution burdens. 12 We agree, and are concerned that
trainings intended to illuminate the structural and historical reasons behind these environmental
disparities have been indefinitely postponed as a result of EPA’s implementation of the White
House’s September 4 Directive.
Given our concerns that these actions may deliberately or inadvertently undermine
important training and/or speaking sessions related to environmental justice matters, we request
that EPA provide the following:
1. A list and description of all EPA events or trainings that have been postponed or canceled
as a result of the September 4 Directive and September 22 Executive Order, and a
rationale of why they meet the criteria set forth in the Directive (including for the
postponed environmental justice speaker series and racism sensitivity trainings); and
2. Any contracts for race-related trainings that EPA has identified as potentially falling
within the September 4 Directive and September 22 Executive Order, the criteria used to
identify these contracts, and any legal avenues identified to potentially cancel these
contracts (as requested by the Directive).
In addition to these questions, we request that EPA brief the Committee on the Agency’s
implementation of the September 4 Directive and September 22 Executive Order. Staff will
communicate with your office to arrange a mutually agreeable time.
Please provide all requested information and materials no later than October 9, 2020. If
you have questions, please contact Judy Harvey or Jon Monger of the Majority staff at (202)
225-2927. Thank you for your attention to this matter.
Sincerely,

Frank Pallone, Jr.
Chairman

Paul D. Tonko
Chairman
Subcommittee on Environment
and Climate Change
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Diana DeGette
Chair
Subcommittee on Oversight
and Investigations
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Cc:

The Honorable Greg Walden, Ranking Member, Committee on Energy and Commerce
The Honorable Brett Guthrie, Ranking Member, Subcommittee on Oversight and
Investigations
The Honorable John Shimkus, Ranking Member, Subcommittee on Environment and
Climate Change

