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What is cumulative impact legislation? 
• Ensures regulatory bodies and companies consider the overall health and environmental ‘big 

picture’ when making decisions about the placement of polluting industries or infrastructure.   
• In other words, when the state considers issuing a permit to facilities with environmental 

externalities, they have to consider the impact of existing factors that predispose the 
community to harm.  

An environmental regulation that ignores cumulative impacts might regulate a specific type of 
pollution but ignores existing pollution and lack of healthcare access, exacerbating the economic 
burden of residents. Even if a pollutant that a company releases is of small concern, it is far more 
likely to cause compounding damage in communities that are already burdened.   

How are “overburdened communities” defined? 
Generally, states have used socio-economic indicators to determine whether a cumulative impact 
assessment is necessary. Governments direct corporations towards state-owned mapping tools, 
which display different health and environmental metrics, to determine whether a community is 
“overburdened”. For example, Maryland permit applicants must disclose the “environmental 
justice score” of the area in which they want to build a plant, and Minnesota and New Jersey have 
defined vulnerable census tracts. In New York, each census tract gets a score based on 45 
indicators encompassing historic environmental burden, climate change risk, population 
demographics, health outcomes, and housing trends. 
Right here in Georgia, we could utilize something such as a Health Burden Index. 

How is cumulative impact measured? 
Regulations in Maryland put the onus on permit applicants to calculate the cumulative impact as 
part of their permit applications. Companies use environmental burden mapping tools to assess 
existing conditions, and then the state agency reviews these reports. If the agency determines that 
the proposal has a significant adverse impact, the permit have to undergo revisions to demonstrate 
community benefit and/or be denied. “Significant adverse effects” regarding the impact to 
overburdened communities have been defined differently in different states. It is important that 
Georgia work with communities, businesses, and the EPD to define the right measure that works 
for our state.    

 Scan the QR Code to Learn More 
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.  
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