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Executive Summary 
Environmental injustice negatively impacts the health of a community and its economic 
prospects, furthering the cycle of poverty. Climate action funding in the United States is 
at an all-time high, and two-thirds of Americans believe the government should be doing 
more to address climate concerns.  

So, what’s happening in Georgia? The state is working hard to bring in green jobs – which 
is great! However, we need to ensure that these jobs don’t harm the environment and 
that all Georgians have the chance to develop the skills necessary for these jobs through 
equitable training programs. The location of these new jobs is also vital to ensuring all 
communities benefit from the new economy, regardless of their zip code. 

Why? Georgia has a history of environmental injustices that have trapped people with a 
higher burden of disease and few opportunities to improve their lives independently. 
These injustices cost both the citizens and the government lots of money through health 
costs, economic costs (energy bills, insurance hikes, etc.), and poor infrastructure. 

So, what do we do about it? There is currently federal funding available for projects such 
as home energy efficiency assistance, shifting to clean energy sources, and building EV 
infrastructure. The state must take full advantage of these grants to address 
environmental injustices while bettering the economy in the state of Georgia by reducing 
healthcare costs, freeing up personal income from housing expenses, and bolstering new 
industries that bring in sustainable revenue. 

If government leaders follow these plans the state can make money through increased 
energy, EV exports, and buoying, not burying, under-resourced communities and lose 
less money to failing infrastructure. 

Costs of Injustice 
Health Costs 
The health impacts of pollution and toxic levels of chemical buildup have been seen 
across the state of Georgia, with disadvantaged populations bearing the highest burden. 
High-cost conditions such as severe asthma, nervous system damage, dangerous pregnancy 
outcomes, heart disease, and various forms of cancer can cluster in these polluted areas. 
Both urban and rural low-income areas have greater barriers to accessing healthcare, 
including low insurance coverage, few primary care providers, and longer distances to 
reach specialty providers. These issues compound, creating a cycle of poverty, illness, 
and medical debt.  

In 2021, more than 18,600 Georgians died of cancer, a rate that is much higher than the 
national average. Cancer is one of the costliest diseases to treat, and the costs of 
treatment in the US are only expected to rise. Chemicals and toxins that are known cancer-
causing agents have been found in the soil, water, and wildlife in areas such as Waycross, 
Smyrna, and Brunswick. Cancer has been proven to cluster in rural, high-poverty areas with 
high percentages of black or elderly populations. Clustering of expensive medical 
conditions in low-income populations means higher state expenditures on Medicare and 
Medicaid.  

 

https://sciencelookup.org/knowledge-base1/the-cost-of-environmental-injustice/
https://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/press-release/annual-finance-for-climate-action-surpasses-usd-1-trillion-but-far-from-levels-needed-to-avoid-devastating-future-losses/#:%7E:text=A%20new%20study%20shows%20that,worst%20impacts%20of%20climate%20change.
https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2020/06/23/two-thirds-of-americans-think-government-should-do-more-on-climate/
https://www.npr.org/2023/06/15/1181789390/georgia-kemp-republicans-jobs-electric-vehicles-climate-change
https://www.georgiahealthnews.com/2022/02/georgia-air-soil-history-environmental-inequality/
https://www.energy.gov/articles/energy-facts-impact-investing-america-agenda-georgia
https://www.georgiahealthnews.com/2022/02/georgia-air-soil-history-environmental-inequality/
https://www.georgiahealthnews.com/2022/02/georgia-air-soil-history-environmental-inequality/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/health-care-providers-georgias-low-income-communities-need-financial-relief/
https://winshipcancer.emory.edu/files/research-files/coe-files/bayakly-ga-cancer-summit-presentation.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/about/costs/index.htm
https://www.atlantamagazine.com/great-reads/why-are-rare-cancers-killing-so-many-people-in-a-small-georgia-town/
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/sterigenics/85-72a85607-afa6-4703-80a1-59fbb6ae5765
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/waycross-worry-has-industrial-pollution-given-our-kids-cancer/2rUNvLpy0zzIom3jMkqBwO/
https://jagwire.augusta.edu/rural-georgia-counties-pinpointed-as-hotspots-for-death-from-four-common-cancers/
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Georgia tied for second in states with highest prevalence of childhood asthma in 2021, with 
9.7% of Georgian children suffering from the condition. Families in the state with lower 
incomes have a higher prevalence of childhood asthma than those with higher incomes. In 
2020, the total charges for asthma-related hospitalizations among Georgia children 
amounted to $41.6 million and Black, Non-Hispanic children had the highest rates of 
emergency department visits in the state, far exceeding their counterparts. This cost 
does not include the costs of lost wages from parents missing work, the cost of travel, or 
other costs of seeking healthcare.  

Risk of cardiovascular disease is also a known outcome of air pollution, specifically 
increased levels of PM2.5. Communities that experience higher concentrations of this 
pollutant include areas near highways, urban areas, and areas near industrial plants. The 
Georgia Department of Public Health reported that cardiovascular disease is the leading 
cause of death in Georgia and prevention could save the state billions of dollars. 

It should be noted that while there are several numbers here about the prevalence and 
costs of these diseases, they are not solely attributed to environmental injustice. Rather, 
we aim to show that addressing the environmental causes of disease is not only 
important for the health of communities but also for the economic prosperity of the state. 
 
Economic Costs 
The economic costs of environmental justice can also be seen across multiple sectors in 
Georgia. Atlanta has the third highest energy burden among low-income households in the 
United States. Additionally, those households have also seen a steeper rise in the burden 
of energy. Drivers of energy burden include older and less efficient appliances, absence of 
programmable thermostats, reliance on electric heaters, older homes, and homes that are 
not weatherized. When low-income households must spend large portions of income to 
keep the lights on, it reduces the capacity for upward mobility or getting to a point where 
they are not living paycheck-to-paycheck. This puts them at high risk of not being able to 
pay bills and having power shut off during extreme heat or extreme cold. This is a health 
risk and can lead to heat stroke, hypothermia, hospitalization, or death. 

Flooding is another economic risk for communities, and there is a higher economic risk in 
areas that have not been weatherized and/or urban areas, where the built infrastructure 
(e.g. concrete) is not designed to have water absorb into the ground. In both situations, 
low-income households bear the highest economic burden of this flood risk and flooding 
due to increasing insurance costs and the inability to pay out-of-pocket to repair 
damages quickly. Savannah, a majority-black city, is particularly at risk. Estimates have 
shown that Savannah could experience more than thirty tidal floods a year by the year 
2030, due to the rise of sea levels.  
  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/253800/us-states-with-highest-current-asthma-prevalence-among-children/
https://dph.georgia.gov/asthma-surveillance
https://dph.georgia.gov/asthma-surveillance
https://www.epa.gov/air-research/air-pollution-and-cardiovascular-disease-basics#:%7E:text=In%20addition%2C%20other%20risk%20factors,the%20development%20of%20the%20disease.
https://dph.georgia.gov/chronic-disease-prevention/heart-disease#:%7E:text=Cardiovascular%20disease%20(CVD)%20is%20the,in%20Georgia%20due%20to%20CVD.
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/publications/researchreports/u1602.pdf
https://cepl.gatech.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/EE%20Phase%201_4-13-18.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33930272/#:%7E:text=Study%20results%20find%20simulated%20compound,exhaustion%20and%2For%20heat%20stroke.
https://www.statesman.com/story/news/2022/01/04/246-texans-died-february-freeze-and-power-loss-officials-say/9080688002/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7749027/
https://www.cakex.org/sites/default/files/documents/Climate%20change%20vulnerability%20assessment%20in%20Georgia.pdf
https://www.savannahnow.com/story/opinion/2022/04/12/fight-climate-change-and-support-environmental-justice-georgia/7278238001/
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Benefits of a Green Economy 
What is a green economy? 
The term “green economy” is often used to describe a whole host of government actions 
to combat climate change and create jobs in various sectors. However, the term is often 
left ill-defined, so it is important to understand the basics of the interaction between the 
environment and the economy. Natural resources are often broken into two categories: 
terrestrial (soil, trees, minerals, etc.) and marine (fish, water, etc.). The “green” and “blue” 
economies refer to the responsible management and use of these resources; however, 
green economy is typically used to cover both categories.  

Natural resources are finite. Population growth and overuse have led to the depletion of 
these finite resources creating a threat to the ecosystem of the planet and intensifying 
climate change. Historically, market forces around the use and exploitation of these 
resources did not account for their “true cost” (for example, dumping toxic waste into a 
river is of ‘no cost’ to the dumper, but has a high impact on the surrounding community 
that depends on the river). Thus, we rely on government regulation to allocate, preserve, 
and protect these resources. As we discuss a transition to a green economy, we will look 
at how every industry can interact with the environment in a way that enriches both the 
ecosystem and the health of the surrounding community. 
  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13549839.2023.2238748
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Green Workforce 
Green jobs can include work in clean energy, electric vehicle (EV) manufacturing, 
sustainable agriculture, etc. Essentially, green jobs can exist in every economic sector.  
The creation of green jobs has been a bright spot for the state of Georgia. Since the 
passing of the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), Georgia has announced over 16,000 new 
green jobs, one of the highest numbers in the country. Governor Bryan Kemp has pledged 
to make Georgia the “electric mobility capital of the country” and has welcomed expansions 
of electric vehicle manufacturing by Kia, Hyundai, and Rivian. These jobs were courted 
through tax breaks, infrastructure investments, and state-supported training programs 
and are accompanied by increases in battery production and solar energy manufacturing. 

While these investments are a promising step towards a green economy, it is vital that 
the benefits of the green economy are distributed equitably. In 2020, only 8% of the 
national clean energy workforce was African American. Clean energy jobs tend to be 
well-paid, stable careers, making them important targets for equitable distribution. Atlanta 
has one of the least equitable workforces of major American cities, making it an inefficient 
marketplace with a challenged  local economy. Although job and wage growth in the city  
  

https://www.iberdrola.com/sustainability/what-are-green-jobs
https://home.treasury.gov/news/featured-stories/the-inflation-reduction-act-pro-growth-climate-policy#:%7E:text=The%20Inflation%20Reduction%20Act%20(IRA,investment%20in%20our%20economic%20growth.
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/07/inflation-reduction-act-which-states-have-most-new-green-jobs-so-far.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/07/inflation-reduction-act-which-states-have-most-new-green-jobs-so-far.html
https://www.npr.org/2023/06/15/1181789390/georgia-kemp-republicans-jobs-electric-vehicles-climate-change
https://atlanta.capitalbnews.org/green-jobs-alternative-energy/
https://datasmart.hks.harvard.edu/news/article/building-equitable-workforce-atlanta
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have been high in the past two decades, upward mobility rates have been among the 
lowest in the country. New EV plants are being placed in the majority of white counties 
outside of major cities such as Atlanta and Savannah. Barriers to obtaining jobs at these 
plants include lack of affordable housing near the plants, car ownership, high commute 
times, limited talent recruitment, and inadequate talent retention.  

There are many actions that can be taken to lower these barriers to entry. These include 
increasing housing supply, creating alternate transportation options such as carpool 
options or bus routes, providing incentives that enable employees to buy the vehicles 
they manufacture, expediting EV infrastructure in low-income neighborhoods, expanding 
access to TCSG workforce training programs, creating scholarship programs, and 
recruiting in diverse schools and HBCUs. It is time for policymakers to create a detailed 
and measurable plan to bolster the  green workforce through development and equity. 
 
Climate Infrastructure 
The energy grid offers  one of the most important opportunities to create a green economy and 
while also  reducing the high energy burdens felt in the state. The approved Georgia Power plan 
includes the elimination of coal-fired power by 2028 but increases the amount of natural gas-
fired power. Natural gas is not a renewable resource, and this would be detrimental to the goal 
of reaching a clean energy grid. Using renewable resources such as wind and solar lowers 
energy costs in the short-term and creates economic stability in the long-term.  

 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-green-jobs-plans-matter-and-where-u-s-cities-stand-in-implementing-them/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-green-jobs-plans-matter-and-where-u-s-cities-stand-in-implementing-them/
https://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=GA#tabs-4
https://www.greenlinkanalytics.org/post/a-clean-energy-fund-would-boost-equity-in-atlanta
https://www.georgiapower.com/company/news-center/2022-articles/georgia-power-transformational-plan-for-states-energy-future-approved-helps-ensure-company-will-continue-to-meet-needs-of-customers-and-state.html
https://www.business.com/articles/the-impact-of-green-energy-on-the-economy/
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Many cities are using green infrastructure (GI) plans to mitigate the impacts of climate 
change such as flooding and the urban heat island effect. GI is used to make urban 
environments mirror natural ecosystems. Examples include rain gardens, green roofs, and 
biodiverse planting. The upfront costs of replacing gray infrastructure with green 
infrastructure are outweighed by the long-term economic benefits of avoiding gray 
infrastructure maintenance. A case study in Pennsylvania showed that Chester County 
saved approximately $27 million annually after the implementation of its GI plan. Greening 
of low-income neighborhoods is connected to community revitalization, affordability, 
walkability, safety, job creation, and improved mental and physical health.  

However, GI plans in Atlanta do not meet key metrics to ensure equity in GI is achieved. 
While all of the plans speak to equity concerns, very few explicitly define equity or have 
tangible plans to address equity issues. The chart below breaks down the weaknesses of 
each plan in respect to equity. The threat of potential, green-related gentrification 
reinforces the need for thoughtful and equitable planning that protects against unwanted 
negative side effects.  

 

  

https://www.deeproot.com/blog/blog-entries/the-economic-value-of-green-infrastructure/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8835303/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8835303/
https://giequity.org/atlanta/
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How to Reach a Green Economy 
The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) has designated a significant amount of funding towards 
greening the economy with an estimated $40 billion going directly to communities with EJ 
concerns. The investments coming into Georgia from the IRA include approximately $180 
million in clean energy investments, $26 billion in battery supply chain investments, $28.7 
million in EV infrastructure investments, and $219 million in Home Energy Rebate 
programs. This federal funding presents an opportunity to address environmental 
injustices while bettering the economy in the state of Georgia by reducing healthcare 
costs, freeing up personal income from housing expenses, and bolstering new industries 
that bring in sustainable revenue. 

 
Checklist to a Green Economy 

 Environmental Impact Assessments should be required for all new projects and the 
findings should be prioritized when deciding to move forward. 

 Health Impact Assessments should be required for all new projects to ensure the 
health of a community is not negatively impacted. 

 Public comment periods should be utilized to ensure communities have input in 
any projects or policies that impact them. To ensure accessibility they should be 
held in the affected area, use the appropriate language(s) and translations, be 
announced with advance notice, and be held at an appropriate time for the 
community’s needs. 

 Equitable workforce development should be a priority for any plans to train 
Georgians to take on the new green jobs. Economic impact plans should include 
information about working with local TCSGs (Technical College System of Georgia 
– these institutions are all over the state) to build the necessary skills to work in 
new plants. These plants should also be placed in areas that afford economic 
opportunity to vulnerable populations. 

About Science for Georgia  
Science for Georgia is a 501c3 dedicated to bridging the gap between scientists and the 
public through training, outreach opportunities, and direct contact with the public, 
policymakers, and the press. Science for Georgia highlights how science can impact 
people’s lives and advocates for the responsible use of science in public policy.  

 

Please reach out with any questions or comments info@sci4ga.org   

https://eelp.law.harvard.edu/2022/08/ira-ej-provisions/
https://www.energy.gov/articles/energy-facts-impact-investing-america-agenda-georgia
mailto:info@sci4ga.org
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