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In the next section, I situate this study within the extant scholarship on social movement policy
implementation. I then provide background on EJ policy and critical evaluations of it. I then describe
my cases—agency EJ grant programs—and research methods. Subsequently, I describe agency EJ
grant programs’ rules, priorities, and funding patterns, demonstrating how most programs deviate
markedly from a key priority of EJ advocacy. I then analyze my interviews with agency representatives
to explain those outcomes, demonstrating the important role played by bureaucrats’ tacit understand-
ings of key movement principles. I conclude by summarizing my findings and argument and offering
suggestions for future research.

SOCIAL MOVEMENT POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
Scholars have identified numerous characteristics of social movements that shape their abilities to
successfully organize, mobilize, achieve favorable policies, and influence institutional priorities and re-
sources. They have emphasized the roles of movement organizational structures, leadership, member-
ship, inter-organizational networks, material resources, political opportunities, claims, ideology,
tactics, and support from media and academics (Almeida and Stearns 1998; Amenta and Young
1999; Andrews 2001; Andrews and Edwards 2004; Benford and Snow 2000; Edwards and McCarthy
2004; Jenness 1995; Meyer 2004; Oliver and Johnston 2000; Piven and Cloward 1977; Rochon
1998; Sawyers and Meyer 1999; Stearns and Almeida 2004; Tarrow 1998).

Following Phillip Selznick’s (1966) influential work on cooptation, William Gamson (1975) and
others problematized the fact that state actors, to manage dissent, can formally legitimize a social
movement without providing substantive political gains, such that movement policy implementation
becomes “decoupled” from movement principles (Meyer and Rowan 1977). Scholars subsequently
identified intra-organizational factors mediating agencies’ efforts to implement policy social move-
ments have fought for. Some emphasized state capacity limitations (e.g., funding and political auton-
omy; Bonastia 2000; Liévanos 2012; Rogers-Dillon and Skrentny 1999; Skocpol 1985; Skrentny
1998). Others pointed to the role of key agency representatives’ expressed support for movement
principles (Jenness and Grattet 2001:131; Shilling et al. 2009). Others highlighted the role of “insider
activists” (Banaszak 2005; Santoro and McGuire 1997), “tempered radicals” (







To augment these accounts and thus further explain EJ policy implementation outcomes, I analyze
agencies’ EJ grant programs, which provide funding to grassroots organizations to address environ-
mental issues in marginalized and overburdened communities. To my knowledge, two studies have
evaluated agency EJ grant programs (London et al. 2008; Vajjhala 2010). Although offering valuable
description, each addressed only one agency EJ grant program, provided minimal detail about the
projects funded, and did not explain those patterns. In contrast, I systematically characterize five gov-
ernment EJ grant programs and all projects funded, and I explain why these grant programs deviate
from the traditions of the EJ movement that fought for them. In addition to being the first compre-
hensive analysis of all agency EJ grant programs, this is the first multisited investigation of intra-
agency factors that shape EJ programs.

CASES AND METHODS
I analyze government “environmental justice” grant programs as an instance of social movement pol-
icy implementation. EJ advocates lobbied for these programs to address the gap in funding for grass-
roots EJ organizations (Faber and McCarthy 2001). All agency EJ grant programs were implemented
early in these agencies’ EJ efforts, and grant program staff work on agencies’ other EJ activities. EJ
program staff are few in number, but they and the programs they implement influence agencies’ over-
all EJ programming, which constitutes part of the institutional environment channeling EJ advocacy
(McCarthy et al. 1991).

I compare and contrast five programs from the United States: California Environmental
Protection Agency (CalEPA) EJ Small Grants Program (93 grants awarded from 2005 to 2015),
San Francisco EJ Grants Program (55 grants awarded from 2001 to 2010), New York EJ
Community Impact Grant Program (121 grants awarded from 2006 to 2013), U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (U.S. EPA) EJ Small Grants Program (1,345 grants awarded from 1994 to
2013), and U.S. EPA EJ Collaborative Problem-Solving (CPS) Cooperative Agreement Program
(51 grants awarded from 2003 to 2014). These constitute all of the grant programs in the United
States meeting the following criteria: they are government programs; are explicitly called “EJ” grant
programs; fund community-based, nonprofit organizations and tribes (not university researchers
or non-tribal government agencies); fund projects to improve environmental conditions in disad-
vantaged communities; and are not restricted to a narrow range of issues (e.g., transportation or
tree planting).

Most grants awarded are between $15,000 and $30,000, though EPA CPS awards are $100,000 to
$120,000. Program administrators recruit reviewers from within the agency representing different
areas of technical expertise, who score proposals per program requirements (description of project
objectives, work plan, and detailed budget).



mechanisms) or only through other mechanisms of change. I then calculated frequencies for each
program. Here, I report my findings for the 985 projects specifying a mechanism of change (59
percent of the 1,665 projects funded).

To explain these descriptive findings, I draw on confidential, semistructured interviews I con-
ducted with agency representatives. Qualitative interviews help illuminate variations in how organiza-
tion representatives interpret key concepts that otherwise appear to be widely shared, the











She believes that it threatens regulators’ sense of authority; managers say, “‘Why should I solicit input
from the public when I was hired to make these decisions myself?’ No one trains you to see the value
and inevitability of conflict” (see also Ottinger 2013). Additionally, many non-EJ program representa-
tives I have interviewed at various agencies stated that they resist or resent their agencies’ EJ efforts
because they view them as contrary to their primary responsibility: approving industry permits (see
also Bosso 1987;





Karen lauded her program for requiring recipients to partner with businesses. “It forces the resi-
dential community to overcome the stressful history and reconcile that history. We forced them to
do it if they wanted the grant.” Pam similarly advocated getting community groups and industry
actors to reach “consensus” about how to address the residents’ environmental concerns:

Folks are collaborating and partnering. And it’s not “us or them.” It’s trying to get everybody to
a win-win . . . You want to just try to get a resolution that works for everybody. And so therein
lies the whole notion of consensus . . . Everybody wants to live in a healthy environment. And
it’s trying to move some of the organizations away from communities saying [to industry],
“[We want to] just shut you down” . . . Sometimes you have got to help the employer under-
stand, “Well, this is impacting their health” . . . And they become good neighbors. But, until
you can get everybody off the gnashing and clawing . . . [trails off].

By framing industry actors as simply unaware of residents’ pollution concerns, “success” in terms
of pacifying community anger, and all actors as wanting the same thing, Pam casts voluntary agree-
ments as a “win-win” solution and the consensus-oriented grant program as a way to achieve it. Like
Robert and Susan, Karen and Pam view EJ advocacy as needing to change—to collaborate with in-
dustry and use market-based and voluntary measures.

The staff in this section wield a logic consistent with neoliberal reforms and reflect what some
scholars, drawing on Foucault, characterize as neoliberal subjectivity or “governmentality” (Rose
1999)—evidence that neoliberal ideas increasingly permeate and structure social thought and action
(Guthman 2011; Harrison 2011, 2014). In contrast to their colleagues described in the previous sec-
tion, these staff do not convey a sense of conflicting institutional demands. Rather, they conceptualize
EJ in terms of the ideology pushed by powerful external actors and thus feel empowered to imple-
ment EJ policy in line with their beliefs.

Their interpretations of EJ shape program outcomes in many ways. Some designed the grant pro-
grams to implement their ideas that EJ should emphasize building consensus between activists and in-
dustry. Staff tailor their RFAs to highlight the types of programs they view as “good examples” of EJ
projects and describe “successful” grant projects in outreach events and materials, which influence the
types of applications they receive. One representative got his agency to devote a certain portion of
the program funding to developing parks and gardens. Staff select reviewers to evaluate and rank the
applications. Some staff noted that they actively encourage particular organizations to submit pro-
posals. Some design and administer grant application workshops to educate prospective applicants
about the program and how to write a strong proposal, and some design and administer training
workshops for grant recipients. Many EJ grant program staff train their colleagues about EJ principles





the two California programs’ staff displayed competing interpretations of an EJ model of change—
and implemented their EJ grant programs to align with those respective visions.

CONCLUSIONS
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