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Message from the Editors

Asian American and Pacific Islander
Environmentalism:
Expansions, Connections, and Social Change

Julie Sze, Paul M. Ong, and Charles Lee

This groundbreaking special issue of AAPI Nexus examines
Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) communities and the
environment. Despite the tremendous growth in Asian American
studies and environmental studies, few academic studies (and
even fewer journals) examine their intersection. To our knowledge,
this issue is the first full volume devoted to this topic. These re-
search articles, practitioner essays, and resource papers represent
an exciting snapshot that collectively shows the importance of en-
vironmentalism, broadly defined.

There is much more research and community action on Asian
American environmentalism than is widely recognized. Asian
American environmentalism in praxis tells us important stories
of our age: about what counts as environmentalism for AAPI (in-
cluding immigrant and refugee communities in the United States)
within a global context of population migration, and the move-
ment of pollution across international spaces; what communities
are doing to address the myriad environmental problems and pol-
lution exposures they face; and how these populations are at the
cutting edge of environmental policy, especially in community-
based environmental health research and practice.

Our initial call, deliberately capacious in scope, defined the
environment broadly to include the nexus between people and
natural resources (across different spatial scales, from local and
statewide), environmentalism, and environmental justice (e.g., so-
cial movements, policy, and organizations). We are pleased that our
call received a wide range of submissions. Collectively, they begin
to answer the questions of what does contemporary AAPI environ-
mentalism look like and what lessons can we learn from various
environmental efforts? Our goal in this introductory essay is to ex-
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pansively frame key components of Asian American environmen-
talism in order to make connections between individual case stud-
ies and topics, as well as to argue for the significance of these cases
to broader public agendas for environmental and social justice.

This collection of essays represents the best emerging re-
search, policy, and practice focused on AAPI attitudes and opin-
ions about environmentalism, activism on environmental justice
concerns, changes in collective action and agency, and studies at
the local, statewide, and global scales. Taking broadly multidisci-
plinary and comparative lenses, our objective here is to share in-
formation and insights to enhance the areas of environmental and
social justice advocacy, strategic planning, policy development,
and programming,.

AAPI Nexus is explicitly devoted to crossing boundaries be-
tween academic researchers, communities, and policy makers. This
special issue was conceptualized by Paul Ong, with long-standing
research interests in public and environmental policy. The special
expert consulting coeditors are Charles Lee, Deputy Associate As-
sistant Administrator for Environmental Justice at the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and author of the historic United
Church of Christ 1987 report “Toxic Wastes and Race,” and Julie
Sze, a leading researcher in environmental justice movements,
with an interest in Asian American environmental justice organiz-
ing. Together they have produced a body of work that encapsu-
lates the vibrancy and diversity of research on Asian American
environmentalism, whether that diversity be defined by approach
(empirical, qualitative, historical, policy-relevant, normative and
proscriptive, and /or collaborative across academia / government/
nonprofit domains) or by topic as particularly related to specific
subpopulations of Asian Americans, immigrants, or refugees in
the United States (e.g., toxicity in the workplace, dry cleaners, his-
torical case studies of racialized zoning of Chinese laundries in
California , furniture manufacturing, garment industry, computer
chip production, air pollution, urban restructuring and neoliberal-
ism, or hazardous waste siting).

The general trends in research on AAPIs and environmental-
ism is particularly well developed in the areas of environmental
policy analysis, public health and environmental health dispari-
ties, sociological research on environmental justice movements,
and as related to immigrant inequality and racialization, includ-
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ing Vietnamese organizing in post-Hurricane Katrina New Or-
leans (the work of sociologists David Pellow, Lisa Park, and Bindi
Shah are notable here), historical and cultural research on the racial
origins of zoning and public health (historian Nayan Shah and ur-
ban planner Paul Ong), and in the Western United States (literary
scholar Robert Hayashi). Although there is extant research on the
topic, Sze has argued elsewhere that it is not well recognized as
Asian American, immigrant, and refugee environmentalism.

Thus this volume explicitly conceptualizes research in AAPI
environmentalism and, in doing so, offers a collective and compar-
ative approach between seemingly disparate cases. But AAPI en-
vironmentalism is important to recognize, not just as an academic
exercise. Rather, we are situating the individual case studies and
topics in a broader intellectual, historical, and policy framework.
In short, through this expansive framework, we argue that what
connects each case study and topic is a shared emphasis on power
inequalities, whether defined by race and its intersections with
class, immigration status, and gender, and which are deeply influ-
enced by power relations that must be understood historically and
in spatial contexts.

The topics addressed under the rubric of AAPI environmen-
talism are particularly important because of the pressing nature
of environmental problems in what has been called the Anthro-
pocene, or the era of when human impacts have shaped geo-
logic time. In the very decade in which overall carbon emissions
from China have exceeded that of the United States, a sophisti-
cated analysis of global environmental problems, such as climate
change, that takes race, space, history, and global power seriously
seems particularly necessary. The default position would be to fall
back upon racialized tropes that see the rise of China and India
through the same interpretive lenses that framed Asian “popu-
lation” growth in apocalyptic terms in the 1950s and 1960s. The
larger political dimensions of Asian American, Pacific Islander, im-
migrant, and refugee environmentalism in the United States can-
not be separated from global environmental discourses and how
they shape international power relations.

Turning now to the articles in this issue, we find two main
observations. First, environmental issues matter very much to AA-
PIs. Paul Ong, Loan Le, and Paula Daniel’s research article, “Ethnic
Variation in Environmental Attitudes and Opinion among Asian
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American Voters,” finds that Asian Americans are strongly pro-
environment overall. Based on a unique survey of one thousand
Asian American voters conducted by the California League of
Conservation Voters, they also found systematic ethnic differences
in the distribution of responses related to self-reported “environ-
mentalist” identity, support for environmental policies, and envi-
ronmental concerns such as climate change. This research focused
on how this concern translates to political and civic engagement
in the environmental arena, and adds to the nascent literature on
Asian American political action literature and debates on individ-
ual and collective action and agency.

From a statewide survey of Asian American voter attitudes
and behavior, we then turn to a particular national origin group
in the next research article. In “Engaging Vietnamese American
Communities in California in Environmental Health and Aware-
ness,” Tina Duyen Tran and colleagues report the results of their
unique academic and nonprofit collaborative, which focused on
Vietnamese communities in Alameda, Marin, Santa Clara, and Or-
ange counties in California. Their project conducted community
mapping audits (e.g., collecting air contaminant data and obser-
vational survey information and using photovoice documenta-
tion). The collaborative focused clearly on the community-based
participatory research process in order to raise awareness about
the environment for participating Vietnamese American com-
munities, with an outcome-oriented question of how community
environmental engagement can lead to action for social change.
Thus the project outlines the steps to a fully engaged community-
based research process: from assessment, to trainings in personal
exposure monitoring and photovoice. The findings are positive
behavioral and attitudinal changes, as well as increased knowl-
edge about environmental problems and solutions in their com-
munities. Overall, the project offers a good model for collabora-
tive, community-based environmental health research in an un-
derstudied population.

Our second observation is that, although issues that concern
AAPI environmentalism are national in scope, their research, ac-
tivism, and policy are most strongly articulated in California and
Hawaii. California in particular, has been a bellwether state in
terms of environmentalism for more than forty years, and both
states have the highest populations of AAPIs. Roger Kim and
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Martha Matsuoka detail the important work of the Oakland-based
Asian Pacific Environmental Network (APEN) as immediate past
executive director, and founding board member in their practitio-
ner essay, “Building a Twenty-First-Century Environmental Move-
ment That Wins: Twenty Years of Environmental Justice Organiz-
ing by the Asian Pacific Environmental Network.” They describe
the organization’s evolution, from important local campaigns, to a
statewide electoral strategy, and how they both are crucially linked
to one another. APEN established the Laotian Organizing Project
as an intergenerational, interethnic community-led organization
where Laotian families came together to transform Richmond.
APEN later launched a second organizing effort, Power in Asians
Organizing, to organize low-income residents in Oakland’s China-
town. By the mid-to-late 2000s, the organization built upon its suc-
cessful community organizing and coalition work culminating in
the 2010 initiative when APEN launched the Asian Pacific Ameri-
can Climate Coalition to build alliances with AAPI organizations
to advance climate solutions in California. APEN was a key player
in defeating an antienvironmental ballot initiative. Ultimately, Kim
and Matsuoka argue that APEN’s approach—investing in organiz-
ing, movement building, and power building in low-income com-
munities and communities of color—is an effective strategy for the
broader environmental movement.

Leslie Kahihikolo, in the second practitioner essay, describes
the work of the Pacific America Foundation in “Native Hawaiians
Getting Back to Malama "Aina.” Kahihikolo discusses the Ka Wai
Ola O Wai'anae project in which the Wai‘anae Coast community
is using federal funding to build capacity to understand and take
effective actions that mitigate pollutants in the environment, with
the goal of getting back malama “dina—caring for the land. In an
effort to get back to malama “aina, Native Hawaiians are incorpo-
rating cultural history and identity into addressing environmen-
tal problems by taking responsibility to reclaim and restore the
‘aina for future generations. Thus this project builds upon indig-
enous critiques of environmental justice policy that do not take
the worldviews of native populations as their central focal point.
This project uses a restorative justice approach to environmental
issues, which, Kahihikolo argues, enables indigenous people the
opportunity to incorporate cultural values and practices into the
repairing of the harm to the people and the land.
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These research articles and practitioner essays highlight how
environmental issues are centrally connected to core AAPI policy
concerns in the areas of immigration and community development.
For example, the National Coalition of Asian Pacific American
Community Development released a resource article on transit-
oriented development. Practitioners and researchers need to have
better information and networking about existing projects, and we
hope that our special issue has provided a lens for researchers, or-
ganizers, regulators, and the general public to see just how central
environmental issues are to AAPI communities.

In conclusion, a robust research agenda for AAPI environ-
mental scholarship draws upon a rich history of activism, as well
as creative and collaborative ongoing projects with a clear future-
oriented outlook. This introduction has focused on expanding the
knowledge base of what constitutes AAPI environmental policy
and research, making crucial connections, and articulating what
social and environmental change is necessary in an increasingly
precarious world, environmental and otherwise.

The coeditors thank the contributors to the special issue, the outside
reviewers, and the staff of AAPI Nexus, in particular, Melany De La Cruz-
Viesca. Finally, we especially thank the following organizational sponsors
for their financial generosity and commitment to environmental issues
and AAPI communities: UC Davis American Studies Program, UC Davis
John Muir Institute for the Environment, Environmental Justice Project,
UCLA Luskin Center for Innovation, UCLA Institute of the Environment
and Sustainability, and the UCLA Luskin School Center for the Study of
Inequality.

Selected References

Hayashi, Robert, Haunted by Waters: A Journey through Race and Place in the
American West (U. Iowa Press, 2007).

Liou, J., Catherine A. Porter, and Thu Quach. 2011. “Policy Recommen-
dations to Reduce Toxic Exposures for Nail Salon Workers.” In “Spe-
cial Issue with the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and
Pacific Islanders,” ed. Shirley Hune and Marjorie Kagawa, special is-
sue, AAPI Nexus Journal: Policy, Practice and Community 9(1-2): 43-50.

Liou, Julia, and Sherry Hirota. 2005. “From Pedestrian Safety to Envi-
ronmental Justice: The Evolution of a Chinatown Community Cam-
paign.” In “Special Focus on Health,” ed. Marjorie Kagawa-Singer
and Paul Ong, special issue, AAPI Nexus Journal: Policy, Practice and
Community 3(1): 1-11.



Sze, Ong, and Lee

Ong, Paul M. 1981a. “An Ethnic Trade: The Chinese Laundries in Early
California,” Journal of Ethnic Studies 8(4): 95-112.

Ong, Paul M. 1981b. “Chinese Labor in Early San Francisco: Racial Seg-
mentation and Industrial Expansion,” Amerasia Journal 8(1): 69-92.
Park, Lisa Sun-Hee, and David Naguib Pellow. 2005. “Making the Invis-
ible Visible: Asian American/Pacific Islander Workers in Silicon Val-
ley.” In “Special Focus on Health,” ed. Marjorie Kagawa-Singer and
Paul Ong, special issue, AAPI Nexus Journal: Policy, Practice and Com-

munity 3(1): 45-66.

Pellow David Naguib, and Lisa Sun-Hee Park, The Silicon Valley of Dreams:
Environmental Justice, Immigrant Workers, and the High-Tech Global Econo-
my (New York and London: The New York University Press, 2002).

Shah, Bindi, Laotian Daughters: Working toward Community, Belonging, and
Environmental Justice (Pennsylvania: Temple University Press, 2012): 201.

Shah, Nayan, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s China-
town (University of California Press, American Crossroads Series, 2001).

Sze, Julie. 2011. “Asian American, Immigrant and Refugee Environmen-
tal Justice Activism Under Neoliberal Urbanism,” Asian American Law
Journal 18: 5-23.

Tang, Eric. March 2011. “A Gulf Unites Us: The Vietnamese Americans of
Black New Orleans,” American Quarterly 63(1): 117-149.

JULIE SzE is an Associate Professor and the Director of American Stud-
ies at UC Davis. She is also the founding director of the Environmental
Justice Project (EJP) for UC Davis’s John Muir Institute for the Environ-
ment, which is focused on encouraging and developing interdisciplinary
research on environmental justice, particularly in the Central Valley. In
her research and as EJP Director, Professor Sze has been involved in plan-
ning meetings, engaging with local communities, and working on several
innovative collaborative and interdisciplinary projects across the social
sciences, humanities, and the sciences. She received her doctorate from
New York University in American studies. Her research investigates envi-
ronmental justice and environmental inequality; culture and environment;
race, gender and power; and urban/community health and activism and
has been funded by the Ford Foundation, the American Studies Associa-
tion, and the UC Humanities Research Institute. Sze’s book, Noxious New
York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and Environmental Justice, won the

89



aapi nexus

90

2008 John Hope Franklin Publication Prize, awarded annually to the best
published book in American studies. She has authored and co-authored
thirty peer-reviewed articles and book chapters on a wide range of topics
and has given talks in China, Abu Dhabi, France, and Italy.

PauL M. ONG is Professor at the UCLA School of Public Affairs, Depart-
ment of Asian American Studies, and Institute of the Environment and
Sustainability, and is the director of the Center for the Study of Inequality.
He has a master’s degree in urban planning from the University of Wash-
ington and a doctorate in economics from UC Berkeley. He has conducted
research on immigration, civic and political participation, economic sta-
tus of minorities, welfare-to-work, health workers, spatial inequality, and
environmental inequality. He is the founding Director of UC AAPI Policy
Multi-campus Research Program and founding editor of AAPI Nexus. He
is the organizer and coordinator of UCLA’s Environmental Justice Initia-
tive, which is a multidisciplinary effort to promote teaching, research, and
service on environmental justice.

CHARLES LEE is the Deputy Associate Assistant Administrator for Environ-
mental Justice at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Mr.
Lee is widely recognized as a true pioneer in the arena of environmental
justice. He was the principal author of the landmark report, Toxic Wastes
and Race in the United States. He helped to spearhead the emergence of a
national environmental justice movement and Federal action including
Executive Order 12898, EPA’s Office of Environmental Justice, National
Environmental Justice Advisory Council, and the Federal Interagency
Working Group on Environmental Justice. Mr. Lee has served in multiple
capacities, ranging from creating the United Church of Christ’s environ-
mental justice program to directing EPA’s environmental justice office. In
these capacities, he led efforts to incorporate environmental justice into
EPA’s rulemaking process, develop models for collaborative problem-
solving, unify brownfields redevelopment with community revitalization,
lay a strong science foundation for integrating environmental justice into
decision-making, and implement Plan EJ 2014, EPA’s overarching envi-
ronmental justice strategic plan.





