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Executive Summary

The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Brownfields Job Training Program, which recruits and trains economically disadvantaged individuals to work in the environmental cleanup field, has complex environmental justice (EJ) implications.  By increasing employment rates and enhancing the cleanup workforce, EPA’s program has the potential to offset some of the economic and environmental burdens inflicting brownfields-impacted communities, which are often composed of minority and low-income populations.  The program also has the potential, however, to lead participants into an employment field with environmental risks to which they would not otherwise be exposed.  While EJ advocates are aware of this potential, there is little literature available on the topic, and the literature that does exist rarely cites participants’ perspectives regarding the burdens associated with this program.  The objectives of my research were to collect participants’ perceptions of the program, determine how these perceptions correlated with EPA’s program goals, and analyze the EJ implications of the program using participants’ own articulations of their training experiences.

I focused my research on brownfields job training programs located in Providence, Rhode Island and Bridgeport, Connecticut.  I conducted 25 interviews with current and past participants of these programs.  I then analyzed my interviews through three EJ lenses that provided a framework from which to evaluate economic, environmental, and community-based EJ issues.  

My most significant finding from the interviews was that previous to participating in the program, the majority of interviewees had been working at jobs that exposed them to environmental health risks. Many of these workers had not been fully aware of the risks until they participated in the course, and had failed to take adequate safety precautions.  Although I found that no graduates are currently working in their own communities – which draws into question the program’s direct influence on the rate of cleanup in the target communities – I did find that most participants are now utilizing greater safety precautions in both their home and work environments.  Additionally, many participants have been sharing the course’s health and safety information with other members of their communities.  

The interviews also revealed important differences between the program experiences of Providence and Bridgeport participants.  Providence participants were generally more enthusiastic about the quality of the training, particularly the post-program support that was offered as graduates transitioned into the environmental cleanup field.  In addition, a greater percentage of Providence participants said that the course has helped them to better understand the environmental issues impacting their own communities, and that they are able to apply the course information to their daily lives.   

These findings challenge my initial hypothesis that program participation could increase the risks that trainees are exposed to in the field.  In reality, the workplace risk for many of the interviewees who previously had manual labor jobs was reduced due to the course’s safety and health instruction.  I also found a correlation between participants’ satisfaction with the course and instruction that focuses on local issues, suggesting that when participants are able to ground information in a local context, the technical training becomes more meaningful.  Finally, the interviews I conducted with participants provided insights about the program that I had not been able to garner from other sources.  These perspectives proved to be a valuable tool in evaluating EPA’s program goals.   

As a result of these findings, I recommend that EPA and program facilitators relate the course’s technical training to local issues whenever possible.  This will not only give the participants a more comprehensive environmental education, but it can also stimulate care and concern for the environment of participants’ communities.  I also recommend that EPA implement an evaluation process in which program participants and graduates articulate their experiences.  This information could prove to be an important source of feedback to EPA and program facilitators.  In addition, placing value on participants’ voices encourages participants to take ownership of their course-related experiences, which are potentially life-altering.  In turn, this sense of ownership and accomplishment among participants could stimulate higher retention and post-program employment rates.

There is value to be gained in future research that tests whether the conclusions drawn from the Providence and Bridgeport participants’ perceptions hold true for other programs.  As demonstrated by my interview results, participants’ experiences vary across programs; findings from two programs, therefore, do not necessarily apply to others. Determining the scope of these findings will help EPA and their grantees make national and local program improvements.  
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