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The process of school siting has significant implications for student health, 

particularly for additionally vulnerable low-income and minority populations.  There is 

no national standard for siting decisions, although various individuals and organizations 

have conducted research on the varying siting practices across the 50 states as well as 

impacts of siting decisions on children’s health. In order to gain an understanding of the 

school siting practices in the Clark County School District in southern Nevada, the author 

conducted a review of the Nevada Revised Statutes, the municipal codes of Clark 

County, and the Cities of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, and Henderson for school siting 

related language.  The author then interviewed employees of the Clark County School 

District in an attempt to further knowledge on the particular school siting policies in 

place.  A group of 25 schools was selected for evaluation based on available 

environmental factors including air quality data, spatial relationship to industrial zones, 

and proximity of 500 feet to freeways with an eye toward potential environmental justice 

implications for the respective student populations. Findings were analyzed and 
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compared to those policies in place in California, and the author’s recommendations for 

policy and practice changes at the state and local levels  were made to better ensure 

children’s health as related to school siting.
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

The practice of school siting and the resultant implications for the health of 

students is the subject of a growing body of research across disciplines.  Children often 

spend more time in their schools than any other public space, which is cause for concern 

when schools are located on contaminated ground, near noxious land uses, or other 

sources of pollution.  Since children’s bodies react to environmental pollutants in 

different ways than those of adults until adolescence, cumulative exposure can lead to the 

development of various respiratory, neurological, and developmental diseases or 

disorders as is evident from various national and state-focused studies (Fischbach 2006).  

The Federal Government has a very limited role in the realm of education, in terms of 

requirements for its provision and funding, as the Founding Fathers largely excluded the 

topic from the Constitution.  As such, each state is responsible for its own education 

system and has its own policies regulating the process of selecting and acquiring land for 

school facilities.  The bulk of education decisions are frequently delegated to individual 

school districts, and it is common for counties and cities to have little authority with 

respect to the realm of education.  

 Environmental justice concerns have arisen as a result of research showing that 

minority and low-income populations are more likely to live and go to school on land 

located on or near sources of pollution (Cole 2001).  Without strong Federal guidance 

and state level policies to combat both hazardous school siting and to ensure 

environmental justice across the board, these potentially troubling issues are gaining 



 13 

prominence amongst an increasingly well-informed populace of parents, education 

professionals, environmental specialists, and other concerned citizens.  According to a 

nation-wide study conducted by Steven Fischbach and the Center for Health, 

Environment, and Justice (CHEJ) in 2005, as many as twenty states have no regulations 

or formal policies that prohibit the siting of schools on or near sources of environmental 

hazards.  This report will evaluate the school siting policies and practices of the Clark 

County School District to ascertain the frequency of locating school facilities near 

sources of environmental hazards, the resultant possible implications for student health, 

and potential incidences of environmental injustice that have arisen because of these 

policies.   

 The Clark County School District (CCSD) in Southern Nevada is currently the 

fifth-largest school district in the United States, fueled by the population boom in the Las 

Vegas Metropolitan area over the past twenty years.  As many as eighteen new schools 

have been built every year up to 2010 to accommodate new residents in the service areas 

of the Cities of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, Henderson, Boulder City, and Clark County 

as well as smaller municipalities.  According to the report by Fischbach and CHEJ, 

Nevada has no state policies that explicitly guide or regulate school siting, leaving the 

CCSD and other school districts with the authority to locate and acquire land for school 

facilities at its discretion.  The research conducted for this paper corroborates that claim.  

Prior to conducting phone interviews with CCSD staff who are involved in property 

acquisition and management, it was unclear whether or not the Clark County School 

District conducts an environmental review before selecting candidate sites for future 
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schools, and what the parameters of the review entail if such an analysis is indeed part of 

the process.  Although an in-depth review of the CCSD’s policies and regulations has 

revealed a number of vaguely worded guidance documents pertaining to the acquisition 

and disposal of district property, school facility planning, design, and site development, 

specific language describing preliminary environmental site analysis is largely absent.  

The phone interviews shed some light on the site evaluation process that is conducted 

prior to a site’s approval for use as a school, although these policies are largely internal 

and not readily available to the public.  

 As of January 11, 2011 the CCSD operates 357 schools that serve a student body 

of nearly 310,000.  Due to a Hispanic student population of 41.9%, a Caucasian student 

population of 31.9%, and an African American population of 12.4%, the CCSD identifies 

as a “minority-majority” district (CCSD Fast Facts).  The scale of potential health effects 

resultant from the lack of an in-depth environmental assessment of school sites serving 

hundreds of thousands of children over their academic careers can be cause for alarm for 

those involved in environmental justice discourse, especially if lower-income and 

minority students have been unduly burdened as demonstrated by a growing body of 

research focused on California schools (as conducted by Green, Smordinsky, et al. 2004, 

Pastor, et al. 2002).  Southern California and Southern Nevada share a similar 

demographic make-up in terms of growing Latino populations, so there is reason to be 

attentive to the possibility of comparable school siting missteps with regard to minority 

populations and proximity to environmental hazards.  
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 It is reasonable to assume that a potentially significant number of CCSD schools, 

especially those over twenty years old, may be located near industrial uses, auto body 

shops, dry cleaners, or freeways and major roads since the dangers posed by air toxics 

were not widely known until the 1970s after passage of the Clean Air Act in 1971.  What 

is the justification or rationale for schools sited near noxious sources after this time, when 

the link between exposure to poor air quality and negative health effects has been long 

established?  As a step toward addressing these issues, in 1999 the California Legislature 

passed Senate Bill 25, the Children’s Environmental Health Protection Act, which 

stipulates that the Air Resources Board (CARB) review air quality measures and 

standards from a children’s health perspective to address the differences between child 

and adult tolerances and reactions to pollution.  A Phase I Environmental Site 

Assessment is required for potential school sites as well (Marty 2005).  In addition in 

2003 the California Legislature passed Senate Bill 352 that requires new schools to be 

built at least 500 feet from the edge of highways and major roads for the purpose of 

reducing students’ exposure to auto emissions unless analysis could demonstrate that no 

significant health risks would result from the proximity.  Since Nevada has been 

influenced by California policies and trends in the past, it seems appropriate to examine 

how the Silver State might take guidance from the Golden State on such a critical public 

health issue as school children being exposed to environmental pollutants.   

The research that follows will address the following questions during the evaluation:  
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• What has historically occurred with regard to school location and environmental 

factors?  Have land acquisition and siting policies or practices changed?  If so, 

how? 

• What are some of the recent trends in school siting and the land use implications 

of such trends?   

• Is there a difference in school siting practices across areas of the school district?  

If so, what are the differences?  Have they occurred between areas with 

predominantly white student enrollment and predominantly minority student 

enrollment?   

• Are there differences in school location based on student’s family income?   

• What is the institutional structure for making school location decisions?   

• What opportunities exist for improving public policy on school location?  

• If environmental justice implications arise from this initial evaluation, what are 

some options for remediation to ensure a more equitable sharing of environmental 

burdens across communities? 

 In order to select schools for evaluation, maps showing land use data, roads, 

school sites, and Census data was reviewed to first identify schools in potential hazardous 

locations. Although the data from Census 2010 is available for some geographies, this is 

not the case for Clark County and the Cities of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, and 

Henderson.  Consequently, Census 2000 data was used to identify economic and social 

characteristics of the zip codes for the schools included in this evaluation.  During the 

course of research a related investigative series entitled “The Smokestack Effect: Toxic 
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Air and America’s Schools” by Brad Heath, Blake Morrison, and Dan Reed of USA 

Today was determined to be a source selecting for candidate schools.  Heath, Blake, and 

Morrison have provided a ranking system for 127,800 schools in the U.S. based on 

analysis of the Toxic Release Inventory and the EPA’s Risk-Screening Environmental 

Indicators model.  Although these rankings do not take general air quality conditions into 

account and the Las Vegas valley is not home to industry on a grand scale, the CCSD 

schools ranking from the first to the thirtieth percentile were included in this report.   

 Definitions and thresholds for “areas of environmental hazard or concern,” 

“environmental justice,” “minority,” and “low income” will be provided for clarification, 

since these terms have varying definitions and inconsistencies have proved somewhat 

problematic in the larger body of related research.   

 It was expected from the initial concept for this report that the research would 

show some schools to be located near noxious land uses, and that there may be a trend of 

locating schools intended to serve minority and lower-income populations on or in 

proximity to sources of pollution. This pattern was anticipated particularly if considering 

school construction prior to the focus period of high growth because school zoning is 

based on a student’s residence.  Las Vegas was called the “Mississippi of the West” as a 

result of strict de facto segregation policies, so traditionally minority neighborhoods (and 

corresponding schools) were frequently located in less desirable areas of town near 

highways, the municipal dumps, salvage yards, and industrial uses (Miranda 1997).  

Whether or not these less-than ideal school siting decisions are indicative of de facto and/ 

or de jure residential segregation or discrimination, and if these practices have continued, 
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would be difficult to prove without evidence from official sources such as transcripts of 

school board meetings. A lack of evidence from official records demonstrating 

intentional bias or outright racism provides a weak foundation for legal challenges based 

on a claim of institutional racism. 

 The report will conclude with recommendations for enhanced school siting 

policies that reflect the need to protect all children from environmental hazards near their 

schools. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

 Previous research on school siting practices has generally focused on the lack of 

policies and regulations in many states and school districts nationally (see Fischbach 

2006).  Although causal relationships can be difficult to prove outright in any type of 

analytical situation, this is particularly important to keep in mind when assessing possible 

epidemiology trends in a public health context.  There is generally consensus from the 

related studies showing a correlation between negative health impacts on children and 

exposure to environmental toxics, that exposure from schools is a legitimate cause for 

concern, and reforms in land use policies can ameliorate some of these impacts (see the 

analysis conducted by Wong, et al., 2004).  Guidance manuals from individual school 

districts, municipalities, planning organizations, and advocacy groups have contributed to 

a growing body of literature.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has draft 

school siting guidelines available for review on its website, with final guidelines set to be 

made available in late spring or summer 2011.  State guidelines could be modeled after 

those set by the EPA, but this is not required because the EPA only has authority to direct 

federal actions.  It is up to each state to revise its school siting policies or maintain the 

status quo, which may be influenced by continued research efforts that show a 

relationship between children’s health and the school environment.   

 The US Environmental Protection Agency defines environmental justice as: 

 “The fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, 

color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, 

and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies...  It will be 
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achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree of protection from 

environmental and health hazards and equal access to the decision-making 

process to have a healthy environment in which to live, learn, and work 

(USEPA)."   

Environmental justice research has been consistently conducted since the early 1980s 

from both government offices and individuals.  Among the earliest and more influential 

works include a 1983 study from the Government Accountability Office entitled Siting of 

Hazardous Waste Landfills and Their Correlation With Racial and Economic Status of 

Surrounding Communities and Dr. Robert D. Bullard’s examination of the frequent siting 

locally unwanted land uses in or near predominantly African American communities in 

various Southern locales including Houston in Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and 

Environmental Equity (1990). The U.S. EPA has established an online collection of 

resources for those interested in educating themselves and their communities about 

environmental justice issues.   

 Although some more recent research has combined the threads by focusing on the 

siting of schools, residential, and other sensitive uses near environmental hazards in 

predominantly minority and/or lower-income populations, most notably by Manuel 

Pastor, Jr., Rachel Morello-Frosch, and James Sadd, a specific focus on school siting 

practices and environmental justice has not produced a substantial body of work (Pastor 

et al. 2001, 2002).  Advocacy groups have been among the primary researchers and have 

spearheaded efforts aimed at changing state policies to reflect higher levels of socio-

economic and environmental equity.   From an initial review of available research, it is 
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the author’s opinion that there is likely a historical legacy of a significant relationship 

between school siting policies (and land use policies in general), environmental health of 

the student population, and associated environmental and social justice issues across the 

United States.  More research is needed to further analyze these relationships and 

contribute to the body of empirical data so that interested parties can present these 

findings to policymakers and school officials who are responsible for these practices.   

 In terms of Southern Nevada, there is a documented history of segregation that 

was so prevalent as to earn the region the dubious nickname of “Mississippi of the West.”  

Large numbers of African Americans and Latinos did not make the region home until 

after World War II.  The Las Vegas valley employed de facto Jim Crow policies that 

prevented African American and Latino residents from working in the better paying jobs 

in the burgeoning hospitality industry, barring them from the route to social mobility 

enjoyed by whites who were essentially peers in terms of economic and educational 

background (Miranda 1997).  It can be claimed that Latinos, especially those who were 

light-skinned, faired better in the level of discriminatory treatment received than did 

African Americans, yet both groups were effectively relegated to “back of the house” 

positions.  Even entertainment luminaries who performed in house such as Sammy Davis, 

Jr. and Lena Horne were barred from staying in Strip hotels as guests until 1960.  School 

segregation and housing segregation based on discriminatory lending and real estate 

practices such as restrictive covenants were employed as in other parts of the country.  

Low wages added to the residential concentration of non-white groups in the less 
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desirable areas such as North Las Vegas that offered cheaper housing than in Las Vegas 

proper perhaps due to its notorious reputation as “a Bootleg suburb” rife with vice 

(Miranda 1997).  Within Las Vegas city limits, housing for African Americans and 

Latinos was limited and similarly concentrated in the lowly Westside neighborhood, 

where they often were grossly underserved in terms of utility delivery and quality of 

housing stock (Miranda 1997).  To the present time, the Westside community remains 

predominantly African American with an increasing Latino presence.  Residents exhibit a 

sense of pride in the historical role played by former residents who agitated from 

improved quality of life and equality during the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, but 

some have not stopped working toward the relief of perceived educational and other 

inequities.  It is worth noting that this neighborhood was traditionally in an industrial 

district and continues to be zoned as such, even as residential and educational uses have 

expanded. 

 The population composition of Southern Nevada has changed over the past two 

decades due to increased in-migration of Latinos, African Americans, Asians, and Pacific 

Islanders.  Latinos, predominantly from Mexico, have increased in numbers from fewer 

than 10,000 in 1970 to over 508,000 in 2007 or about 30% of the population as a whole.  

African Americans have also increased their presence in the region from nearly 25,000 in 

1970 to over 176,000 in 2007 or about 10% of the population as a whole 

(“Demographics”).  This has led to the Clark County School District achieving 

“minority-majority” status as the student population is now composed of 41.9% Latinos 
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and 12.4% African American, compared to 31.9% white students.  According to this 

metric, the threshold used to evaluate potential environmental justice circumstances in 

school siting will be any “minority” or non-white proportion of greater than 40% or when 

the non-white population surpasses the white population in a zip code.   

 “Minority” will be used to describe persons or groups identified as African 

American, Latino or Hispanic of any origin, Asian, Native American, or Pacific Islander.  

The focus for this paper will be on the African American and Latino populations because 

they have historically been the largest ethnic and or racial minorities identified in Clark 

County.   

 “Low income” will be used to describe students from families who reside in the 

selected zip code and whose earnings fall below the Clark County averages for median 

household income and per capita income by more than 20%, the standard used by the 

state of Nevada (“Low Income”).  “Families below poverty” is the term used by the U.S. 

Census based on a threshold formula to categorize the population (“Poverty”).  Only the 

data for families living in poverty was included because it is assumed that this measure 

would be more relevant to the focus on students’ family income in the zip code closest to 

the schools in question. 

 “Environmental justice” as used in this paper will follow the definition given by 

the U.S. Environmental Protection agency, with “environmental equity” used as a 

synonym.  “Environmental racism” and “environmental classism” will be used to 
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describe possible instances where a certain group has been unfairly burdened with 

exposure to environmental hazards such as air, water, or noise pollution and sources of 

pollution like industrial land uses or busy roadways based on their ethnic, racial, or 

economic status.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 To conduct the requisite research, the author began by conducting a historical 

review of school siting and building policies in the Clark County School District from its 

inception in 1956 to the present in an attempt to answer the following questions: 

•  How have school sites generally been chosen? Have siting policies changed, and 

if so how?  During the widely acknowledged period of greatest population growth 

(1985-2005) have schools been built only to catch up with growth patterns, or 

have they been built in accordance with a plan or strategy?   

• Has current and future land use for the respective municipalities had any influence 

on the locating of schools?  

• Are CCSD officials aware of possible environmental justice issues?  Are schools 

evaluated for environmental health and safety at any stage of construction or 

operation?   

This information should be available to interested parties from interviewing the 

appropriate employees and reviewing pertinent documents of the Clark County School 

District, State of Nevada, the Cities of Las Vegas and North Las Vegas, Clark County, 

and historical records.  In actuality, accessing the necessary and desired information was 

more difficult than expected and lead to alternate means of acquiring data. 
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 Next, the author sought to identify any trends among these siting practices with a 

more narrow focus on schools built from 1990 to the present by examining new school 

locations, and land use data from Clark County, the City of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, 

and Henderson in an effort to uncover possible changes in school sitings near industrial 

or noxious users across the valley.  While spatial patterns of siting schools since 1990 has 

generally followed spatial population growth, this would not have provided much in the 

way of addressing the posed questions.  Instead, the 25 CCSD schools comprising the top 

30th percentile from the USA Today Toxic Schools study were used and demographic 

data was complied for the zip code in which each school is located.  The CCSD follows 

the policy of zoning students for schools typically within 5 miles of their residence, so it 

was decided that the zip code level would be the basis of geography from which to gather 

demographic data. Since Census data can provide estimates and assumptions about 

socioeconomic characteristics as well as simple population statistics, especially at the 

block group and block levels, it was used to identify minority and lower income areas 

associated with the identified schools.  Only zip code level data was available for the 

schools included in this evaluation, since this was the most specific level of geography 

available. School specific demographics are complied for every school and would be 

ideal for this evaluation, but this information was not made available for each school 

included in the study.  This method of acquiring demographic information is further 

limited by the knowledge that not all students reside in the same zip code in which they 

attend school, so generalizations made about the socioeconomic status of students may 

not have bearing for all students.  These schools are listed in Table 1.  
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School Percentile 

Air is 
worse at 

…schools 
Year Built 
(Rebuilt?) 

Hinman ES 2nd 917 1987 
Sewell ES 2nd 995 1958 
Basic HS 2nd 1,237 1971 
Taylor ES 2nd 1,237 1954 (2008) 
M. Brown ES 2nd 1,785 1982 
Mccaw ES 4th 3,389 1954 (2008) 
Kesterson ES 6th 5,970 1999 
Newton ES 7th 8,282 1993 
Morrow ES 10th 11,005 1998 
Galloway ES 11th 13,587 1978 
Dooley ES 14th 16,399 1989 
Las Vegas HS 21st 25,544 1993 
Mannion MS 21st 25,645 2001 
Mcdoniel ES 22nd 27,349 1987 
Goldfarb ES 22nd 27,525 1997 
Harney MS 24th 29,649 2007 
Iverson ES 24th 29,649 2007 
Whitney ES 25th 31,394 1991 
O'Callaghan MS 28th 34,861 1991 
Adams ES 29th 36,186 1991 
Bailey MS 29th 37,110 2005 
Hickey ES 29th  37,110 2002 
Brookman ES 30th 37,419 2007 
King ES 30th 37,737 1991 
Roberts ES 30th 38,317 1996 

 Table 1: “USA Today Toxic Schools” Top 30th Percentile Schools Based on 
 Exposure to Toxic Releases in CCSD. 

 

 Land use maps from each municipality were used to identify industrial areas in 

greater Clark County and were compared to a CCSD map showing locations of all district 

schools in order to identify those facilities in overlapping proximity to both industrial 

zones and major roadways.  The reasoning behind this was the assumption that these 
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schools would have the greatest likelihood of having exposures to poor air quality as a 

result of combined proximity to auto and industrial emissions.  Mobile sources have been 

consistently identified as the leading sources of criteria pollutants that negatively impact 

local air quality conditions (“Air Monitoring”).  This approach was taken due to the 

absence of available air quality data monitors near schools.  Although the Clark County 

Department of Air Quality and Environmental Management, as the entity responsible for 

monitoring Southern Nevada’s air quality, maintains a system of monitors throughout the 

valley including some school sites (fewer than 20), the number of schools without 

monitors (over 300) necessitated a different identification method for inclusion.  From 

this process, an additional ten schools were identified based on the criteria of their 

location in proximity to the I-15 freeway and industrial zone (for three of the ten 

schools), the location of a DAQEM monitoring station (two schools), and location in or 

near a designated industrial zone (seven schools) with overlap occurring amongst 

criterion measures.  Demographic information was gathered for these schools in the same 

manner as described above for the USA Today schools.  The schools identified from the 

I-15/ industrial zone/DAQEM monitor location criterion evaluation process are listed in 

Table 2. 
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School Criterion Met 
Year Built   
(Rebuilt?) 

Cahlan ES 
Proximity to I-15, 

NLV industrial zone 1963 

Fitzgerald ES NLV industrial zone 1993 

J. D. Smith MS 
DAQEM monitor 

site 1952 

Martinez ES 
Proximity to I-15, 

NLV industrial zone 2000 

McCall ES Proximity to I-15 1961 

Sunrise Acres ES 

DAQEM monitor 
site, LV industrial 

zone 1952 (2002) 

Booker ES NLV industrial zone 1954 (2007) 

Carson ES NLV industrial zone 1956 

Kelly ES NLV industrial zone 1960 

W. Williams ES NLV industrial zone 1953 (2002) 

 Table 2: CCSD Schools selected based upon location near I-15 freeway, in an 
 identified industrial zone, and/or is the site of an air quality monitoring station. 

 

 Since the State of Nevada currently does not have school siting guidelines or 

regulations, is this an area of possible future legislation.  At the end of this report, 

recommendations will be made for school siting guidelines that will focus on optimizing 

and prioritizing student health, welfare, and socioeconomic equity at the state level. 
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Chapter 4: Literature Review 

 In the 2010 article entitled “School Siting,” Noreen McDonald provides a 

historical overview of school siting practices in the U.S. in an attempt to explain factors 

currently influencing the locating of school facilities.  She reviewed the body of school 

siting literature and available policies before conducting interviews with school officials 

and case studies of practices in Maryland and Virginia.  Her article and conclusion center 

upon the difficulty school districts face with acquiring large enough parcels of land to 

meet established acreage standards, and how districts should move away from strict 

adherence to acreage minimums in favor of adjusting parcel size to meet the needs of the 

immediate community that the school would serve.  Even though she does not focus on 

the environmental and health facets of school citing, McDonald does give 

recommendations for planners interested in contributing to the process; incorporating 

community stakeholders in the decision-making process would provide an avenue for 

children’s health and environmental justice concerns to become part of the conversation. 

 On a related note, Glen Earthman’s Planning Educational Facilities provides a 

highly detailed, systematic explanation of what is needed to design and implement 

successful school facilities.  Earthman devotes an entire chapter to the factors involved in 

site acquisition and evaluation, including the importance of analyzing the physical 

characteristics of a potential site.  Funding mechanisms and the decision-making parties 

typically involved in the process are detailed, as well as the importance of selecting a 
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qualified architect and engineering firm to build facilities.  Environmental hazards are not 

addressed explicitly, although Earthman does note the necessity of having compatible 

surrounding land uses.  Earthman also states the importance of providing equitable school 

facilities for all students regardless of socioeconomic or other characteristics, since a 

student’s surroundings can have a significant impact on their achievement.   

 The National Governors Association Center for Best Practices provides resources 

across a range of areas of study.  For the conference in 2005 that focused on school siting 

best practices in regard to children’s health, professionals and experts from public health, 

planning, environmental science, medicine, and education gave presentations on their 

related research and recommendations.  Most relevant to this report are those by Dr. 

Melanie Marty of the California Environmental Protection Agency’s Office of 

Environmental Health Hazard Assessment and Steven Fischbach of Rhode Island Legal 

Services and Sherman Ludwig of the Center for Health, Environment, and Justice.   

 Dr. Marty’s presentation describes a case study on children’s health conducted in 

the East Bay area of Northern California, with the intent to quantitatively measure 

respiratory health impacts that can result from proximity to high volumes of vehicle 

traffic and emissions.  Elementary students in schools at various distances from freeways 

were given health surveys to track incidences of asthma and trips to the doctor for 

respiratory symptoms to gauge differences in exposure levels of air pollutants as 

measured at school monitor stations, in order to draw conclusions about a possible causal 

relationship.  Results showed that even in a region with good overall air quality, the 
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levels of observed pollutants could be as much as twice as high within 100 meters of the 

roadway compared to an area farther away.  Students in schools closest to the high traffic 

roads had more cases of asthma and bronchitis than their peers in areas with lower levels 

of pollutants.  The researchers also found that low income children and children of color 

lived in high traffic areas at a rate three times that of white and higher income children.  

Similarly, they found that schools in high traffic areas had an uneven distribution of 

underprivileged children and children of color.  These children were also more likely to 

be uninsured with less access to medical care to address their health issues.  Policy 

recommendations were made to address pollution near schools and to evaluate 

environmental standards from a children’s health perspective.   

 Fischbach and Ludwig’s presentation, as mentioned previously, centered on their 

study of the lack of attention school officials give to the environmental characteristics of 

land when considering school sites.  They argue that potentially polluting area uses rarely 

come into the decision making process, as is the polluting potential of the school site 

itself including earlier contamination from previous uses.  Instead, Fischbach and Ludwig 

suggest that school districts are mainly driven to find the cheapest available land due to 

dwindling budgets, and often the most affordable land in an area is unattractive for other 

more lucrative uses like residences due to previous contamination or proximity to 

undesirable uses.  Greenfield land is becoming less available in cramped urban areas and 

priced at a premium.  The potential health impacts for schoolchildren are listed as are the 

larger externalities for society such as lawsuits against the taxpayer funded school 
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district, the lost wages for parents who miss work to take care of sick kids, and increased 

burdening of the health care system.  They then describe the different types of laws each 

state has regarding school siting and illustrate which states have policies, along with 

those states that do not.  Fewer than half of the states have specific policies restricting 

school siting on or near sources of pollution or environmental hazards; twenty states have 

no laws either prohibiting or restricting such sitings, while almost half do not require 

local school districts to evaluate potential school sites for environmental hazards.  At the 

time of their presentation, they claimed that only six states require the preparation of 

environmental assessments prior to site approval.  As with Dr. Marty’s presentation, they 

concluded by emphasizing the need for comprehensive school siting regulations to better 

protect school children from being unnecessarily exposed to environmental hazards.  The 

two figures below illustrate their summarized findings. 

 



 34 

 

 Figure 1: States with no school sitings laws are those shown in black, as   
 determined by Fischbach and Ludwig. 
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 Figure 2: States with varying types of environmental regulations for school siting.  

 

 Richard Lazarus provides an overview of the historical and contemporary legal 

framework for environmental justice claims by analyzing environmental protection 

policy and the lack of attention paid to the equity of environmental burdens over the 

lifetime of the environmental movement.  Lazarus reviews the environmental justice 

literature, relevant public policy, and body of legal proceeding available in 1993 and 

concludes that though it can be difficult for minorities and lower income people to 

successfully argue their claims of environmental racism or classism in court, it is 

undeniable that these groups have been largely left out of influencing the policies that 

have negatively impacted their communities.  Their concerns were not heard at the 
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federal, state, or lower levels because of the small amount of political capital they possess 

collectively.  Affecting policy change is often a drawn-out process due to the multiple 

bureaucracies in place nationally, and thus requires the luxuries of time and money which 

these impacted groups generally lack.  He concludes that environmental laws at the 

federal and state levels would likely be the most effective way for adversely affected 

groups to argue their cases rather than choosing the equal protection doctrine because the 

burden of proving discriminatory intent fall on the plaintiffs.  If plaintiffs could 

demonstrate that the polluter violated some type of environmental statute they would 

have a stronger case. 

 In Environmental Injustice in the United States: Myths and Realities James 

Lester, David Allen, and Kelly Hill (2001) review the environmental justice literature to 

date before critiquing it from both a “conceptual as well as methodological” basis to point 

out and later address perceived weaknesses.  Lester et al. then explain the components of 

their own complex analysis model that empirically tests the possible relationships among 

class, race, political mobilization, and exposure to environmental hazards in the United 

States at the state, county, and city levels.  The authors then share and analyze the 

resultant data, explain possible shortcomings or limits of the study, and end with policy 

recommendations they feel are more comprehensive than others previously presented.  

Results show that for the variables studied, African Americans and Hispanics were 

exposed to a variety of environmental hazards to varying degrees at the state, county, and 

city levels for those municipalities included for analysis.  For the purposes of this report, 
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some of the most valuable insights include the perceptions of weakness previous 

methodological approaches and in the extant literature such as the need for a more 

comprehensive and complex approach in terms of variables included in further research.  

Also, the policy recommendations stressed the importance of efficiency in terms of 

breadth to capture as many of the salient variables or factors that environmental justice 

advocates are seeking to ameliorate.  This seems to be a very logical approach since the 

time and resources involved in achieving policy change, even at the state and local levels, 

is significant.  Proffering a comprehensive, detailed and thoughtfully crafted policy 

alternative would also likely be better received by the decision makers. 

 Finally, in “Who’s Minding the Kids: Pollution, Public Schools, and 

Environmental Justice in Los Angeles,” Manuel Pastor, Jr., James L. Sadd, and Rachel 

Morello-Frosch undertook a quantitative analysis of the relationship between 

distributional patterns of potential environmental hazards, risks associated with these 

exposures, and the demographic characteristics of residents (particularly children) near 

potential hazard sources.  Their analysis indicates that minority students are more likely 

to encounter increased health risks that are associated with regular exposure to air toxics 

than other student groups.  The author recommends remediation measures be taken at 

existing schools in areas of proximity to hazards sources and that new schools should be 

built away from noxious uses or be built to ameliorate known hazards. 
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Chapter 5: Findings 

 

School Policy at the State Level  

 As asserted by Fischbach and Ludwig in their national survey of school siting 

policies, the State of Nevada does not have any laws in place relating to the siting of 

educational facilities.  In Nevada Revised Statute (NRS) Chapter 393 Section 080, the 

legislature delegates the construction, overall management, and oversight of school 

facilities and buildings to the individual boards of trustees of each school district.  

Specifically, the board of trustees is authorized to: 

• Build, purchase or rent schoolhouses and other school buildings. 

• Change the location of schools. 

• Supervise and inspect the work performed pursuant to a contract. 

Additionally, in Chapter 393 Section 110, larger school districts (such as CCSD) are 

compelled to:  

• Comply with all regulations pertaining to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 

1990 in the design and construction of school buildings and facilities. 

• “Regulate all matters relating to construction, maintenance, and safety of 

buildings, facilities, structures and property of the school district.”  [In subsection 

(2b)] 
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The broad language could be used to imply that environmental health site analysis is a 

“matter relating to” the safety of school facilities, and as such should be a component of a 

school district’s property acquisition process. 

 A promising section of NRS Chapter 444 Section 335 delegates responsibility for 

the supervision of “sanitary healthfulness,” cleanliness, and safety of proposed school 

plans to the locally designated health authority. In the case of Clark County this entity is 

the Southern Nevada Health District (SNHD).  The author spoke with a SNHD plan 

inspector to ascertain whether or not site or surrounding environmental factors are 

evaluated prior to plan approval.  He replied that those sorts of evaluations are not 

conducted within the scope of school plan reviews.  School plans must be reviewed to 

ensure that the required number of bathrooms, sinks, drinking fountains are in place as 

well as for satisfaction of indoor lighting standards, functioning central air and heating, 

playground equipment specifications, safety precautions for science lab materials, and 

that durable materials are used throughout to ensure easy sanitation.  Again, this appears 

to be an appropriate step in the school site process for an environmental analysis to be 

conducted.   

 A final relevant portion of the NRS is Chapter 386 Section 419.  It pertains to the 

adoption of  “environmentally sensitive” cleaning supplies for use in public schools.  The 

text states that: 

 (1) Children are particularly vulnerable to and may be severely affected by 

 exposure to chemicals, hazardous wastes and other environmental hazards that 

 may be used for cleaning and maintenance in the public schools; and 
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 (2) It is the intent of the Legislature to reduce the possible exposure of pupils and 

 school personnel to potentially hazardous chemicals and substances which are 

 used in the cleaning and maintenance of the public schools in this State. 

  The language used speaks explicitly to the acknowledgement of risks posed to 

children’s health because of exposure to chemicals and environmental hazards and the 

state’s willingness to remediate some of this exposure.   

 

Relevant School Policies at the Local Level 

 In terms of policies regulating schools at the municipal level, the governments of 

Clark County and the cities of Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, and Henderson have 

similarly limited roles.  Although each municipality has the power to zone and regulate 

uses within its jurisdictional boundaries and the authority to deny plan approval for 

building permits, that is essentially the extent of their relationship with school siting.  

Schools are nearly uniformly permitted in residential and light commercial districts as 

long as safety, parking, and access requirements are met and generally prohibited in more 

intensive commercial and industrial zones.  Since older plans were not available for the 

author’s review, it is assumed that schools built prior to the incorporation of current land 

use planning standards may have been sited closer to incompatible uses in some 

instances.  Dry cleaners are restricted from being located within residential developments 

but are allowed at the periphery of medium and higher density residential areas and may 

be permitted in light commercial where schools are also permitted.  Auto body shops 

again are uniformly restricted from locating in residential areas and are allowed in 
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medium intensity commercial zones or above; these establishments also are conditionally 

permitted in the light commercial zones where schools could possibly be located.  Since 

detailed GIS information across the municipalities was not available for the author’s 

disposal, it was not possible to assess how frequently (if at all) these noxious uses and 

schools were located in proximity to each other.  Various adult uses including escort 

services, adult clubs, gambling establishments, taverns, and essentially any establishment 

serving alcohol must be located generally at least 1,000 feet from any school or childcare 

provider but these restrictions have little if any documented affect on their surrounding 

uses in terms of potentially negatively impacting child health. 

 One other pertinent school specific policy from Clark County addresses the need 

to coordinate land use planning with CCSD facility planning so that the need for future 

schools would be taken into consideration during development review and land use plan 

updates.  The county policy asserts that the planning department will site schools and 

parks jointly, and will use demographic projections from the CCSD to encourage new 

development in parts of the county with adequate school facilities.   

 It can be inferred that the municipalities are protecting children’s health through 

zoning restrictions limiting schools and industrial or other potentially noxious uses from 

being located in most of the same areas, but with the availability of special and 

conditional use permits as well as zone variances it is still possible for this to take place 

or for schools to be sited on contaminated property. 
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Clark County School District Policies 

  A review of the publicly accessible policies and regulations of the Clark County 

School District uncovered little in the way of language specific to either school siting, 

environmental site analysis, or children’s health related to environmental factors. 

Regulation 7110 entitled “Facility Planning” describes the District’s requirement to 

regularly produce and update a facilities master plan in accordance with state law and the 

criteria such a plan should cover.  The criteria center on projecting future student 

enrollment, evaluating property inventory, adjusting facilities for future educational 

programming needs, and financial forecasts.  Most relevant is the final component that 

declares, “It is the responsibility of the Facilities Division to determine that all planning 

and specifications for District educational facilities are in accordance with federal 

guidelines and Nevada statutes.”  If there were extant school siting policies at either the 

federal or state level that require environmental site analysis be conducted and that 

certain characteristics would prohibit a school from being located on a site due to 

potential environmental hazards, the CCSD would be responsible for ensuring 

compliance.  Since little if any such guidance is in place, it is up to the CCSD to take 

steps to protect the students in its schools from avoidable hazards. 

 Regulation 7310, “Safety and Loss Control,” seemingly applies to safety and 

precautionary measures that will be taken in the event of natural or man-made 

emergencies that pose a threat to students and staff.  It does mention that the district’s 

safety administrator will develop standards to maintain a safe school environment 

including “monitoring general district compliance with safety, health, and environmental 
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protection regulations and codes.”  Which environmental protection regulations this 

refers to is unclear, but it could potentially be used to suggest compliance with the 

forthcoming school siting guidelines from the USEPA.   

 Most applicable is a document entitled “Site Analysis,” which may or may not be 

a CCSD regulation or administrative directive.  It tells of the need for the district’s Real 

Property Management department to perform due diligence when considering the 

acquisition of property, which includes the preparation of a site analysis.  The director of 

Real Property may order a site analysis from “an architect, civil engineer or staff 

member” and must entail a physical site inspection, a review of the property’s 

entitlements in terms of zoning and jurisdiction, “specialized reports” including a soil and 

drainage survey, traffic study, a review of flood plain and tectonic fault maps, utility 

connections, topographic characteristics, and list of previous owners or uses.   All of 

these factors along with cost will be used to determine if the district should move forward 

to purchase the property.  The process might include more specific environmental 

assessments in practice than are listed on the document, which the author is inclined to 

believe in light of an interview with Tracy Murphy, an employee of the Real Property 

Management department.  When asked whether or not any sort of environmental site 

analysis is conducted for a potential school, Ms. Murphy informed me that it is standard 

district practice to carry out a feasibility study that encompasses a geotechnical general 

environmental site assessment.  Since there are so many physical factors that may inhibit 

construction and the functionality of a site, a thorough review is necessary for cost 

reasons as well as to ensure the safety of students and staff.  In response to the author’s 
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question on what if any factors preclude a site from being approved for school use, Ms. 

Murphy stated that there are “almost too many to list” because of the aforementioned 

adult uses that require a wide berth as well as the necessary parking, access, and size 

requirements.  Air quality is not often tested near potential sites unless the surrounding 

uses indicate a need, and the “CCSD would not place a school” where it was dangerous 

or unhealthful for students.  Sites are evaluated on a case-by-case basis but in general 

environmental factors are considered to varying degrees at the discretion of the person(s) 

conducting the evaluation.  When a site for a potential or existing school is found to have 

some potentially hazardous feature either endemically or from a nearby source, the 

necessary remediation is carried out to the satisfaction of applicable standards.   

 Another CCSD employee, Jan Villaire of the Environmental Services: Hazardous 

Materials Division, corroborated the information given by Ms. Murphy and expounded 

upon it.  Ms. Villaire explained that the CCSD has a contracted architectural or 

engineering firm conduct a geotechnical analysis of each potential site that very much 

resembles a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment.  In the case that a potential 

environmental hazard is identified, a more in-depth assessment would be carried out to 

determine what if any risks they posed and the remediation measures necessary.  Ms. 

Villaire added that since the CCSD is one of the largest landowners in the region, there is 

a significant amount of undeveloped land available for schools to be built upon.  The 

practice of preferring greenfield property typically reduces the instances of site 

contamination, although a site assessment would still be carried out. 
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A Phase I and Phase II Environmental Site Assessment would be conducted as a 

means for property owners to protect themselves from being liable for site clean up in the 

event of environmental contamination.  As set forth by the American Society for Testing 

and Materials International (ASTMI) in Standard 1527-00, a Phase I Environmental Site 

Assessment would generally consist of three basic components: a literature or data review 

of any documentation relating to the property; a site visit to gain knowledge of the 

physical state and observable environmental conditions; and a summary report with 

recommendations to either pursue development or propose additional study.  The exact 

components of ESAs are determined on an individual basis as per the discretion of the 

environmental professional in charge based on the site’s characteristics (Sara 2003).  

Included in a thorough “literature” review of available legal documents pertaining to a 

property would be en examination of the chain of ownership since the time of first 

development or 1940 (whichever came first) to ascertain past uses and possible sources 

of contamination (Sara 2003).  The “site reconnaissance” usually includes a physical visit 

to the property and neighboring properties along with a visual assessment of current 

conditions that would allow documentation of any observable potential hazards on site, 

such as the presence of wells, petroleum products, hazardous waste, or leachate pools 

(Sara 2003).  If for some reason the environmental professional cannot make a physical 

site visit, they must document the reasons precluding a visit and seek all other available 

means of observing the site and adjoining properties (Sara 2003).  Testing of soil, air, and 

materials is not typically conducted during a Phase I ESA but is done at the discretion of 

the environmental professional involved in the review if a recognized environmental 
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condition is identified or in a subsequent Phase II ESA (“ASTM Standard”). The breadth 

of the environmental assessment at many instances is determined by the observable 

conditions, determined facts about the site, and “good judgment” of the environmental 

professional as seems to be the case in CCSD assessments.  Additional investigation, 

testing, or remediation recommendations are proposed on a case-by-case basis as 

necessary to make the site safe for use.  A former industrial site or waste repository 

would require different types of studies than a greenfield site free of adjacent sources of 

pollution and other potential hazards (Sara 2003).   

 As the specific information on these procedures was not available for the author’s 

review and inclusion in this report, the author cannot say with exact certainty that the 

described analysis processes are indeed standard CCSD practice.  Additionally, neither 

interviewee could provide accurate information as to what siting and environmental 

practices were in place prior to their employment; this information was not accessible 

from the CCSD website since outdated policies are not included for review.  The author 

is not able to make an informed comment about the possibility of poor siting decisions in 

the past that could have exposed students to environmental hazards, yet those employees 

interviewed did seem to have some operational knowledge that environmental health and 

safety conditions are taken into account during the school siting decision-making process. 

 

Environmental Justice Implications from Evaluation of Selected School Sites 

 For the twenty-five schools drawn from the top 30th percentile of USA Today’s 

“Toxic Schools” rankings, only one school (Whitney ES) is in a zip code that meets the 
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standard for low-income status in year 2000 as by having a median household income 

that is twenty percent below the county average.  In terms of median per capita income 

for year 2000, three schools (O’Callaghan MS, Adams ES, and Brookman ES) from the 

same zip code meet the low-income criteria as well as having the highest percentages of 

families living in poverty (11.4%) that surpass both the Clark County (7.9%) and national 

figures (9.2).  The three schools with the lowest per capita income also feature the highest 

percentages of Latinos  (35.1%) and African Americans (11.7) compared to the other 22 

schools and are higher than the percentages for Clark County, in which Latinos made up 

22% and African Americans 9.1% of the general population. When viewing the rankings 

from an environmental justice lens, one would expect to find that the schools with the 

lowest percentile rankings (indicating the highest exposure levels) would correspond with 

lower household income, lower per capita income, higher percentages of minority 

residents, and higher numbers of families living in poverty. Yet this is not the case for the 

twenty-five schools included for evaluation, since those schools with the lowest median 

household and per capita incomes and largest minority populations rank in the 25th, 28th, 

29th, and 30th percentiles as can be observed in Table 3. 
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School Percentile 

Median 
Household 

Income 
(2000) 

Per Capita 
Income 
(2000) 

% Latino, 
Black (2000) 

% Families 
Below Poverty 
Level (2000) 

Hinman ES 2nd $105,371 $148,899 3.4, 1.1 0 
Sewell ES 2nd $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Basic HS 2nd $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Taylor ES 2nd $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
M. Brown ES 2nd $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Mccaw ES 4th $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Kesterson ES 6th $44,581 $21,989 19.7, 6.8 7.5 
Newton ES 7th $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Morrow ES 10th $50,970 $20,849 12.4, 3.5 5.6 
Galloway ES 11th $44,581 $21,989 19.7, 6.8 7.5 
Dooley ES 14th $44,581 $21,989 19.7, 6.9 7.5 
Las Vegas 
HS 21st $52,897 $18,795 21.9, 9.3 3.5 
Mannion MS 21st $44,581 $21,989 19.7, 6.8 7.5 
Mcdoniel ES 22nd $56,876 $28,646 10.5, 4.2 3.1 
Goldfarb ES 22nd $52,897 $18,795 21.9, 9.3 3.5 
Harney MS 24th $52,897 $18,795 21.9, 9.4 3.5 
Iverson ES 24th $52,897 $18,795 21.9, 9.5 3.5 
Whitney ES 25th $35,431 $17,497 21.6, 7.3 7.8 
O'Callaghan 
MS 28th $43,073 $16,623 35.1, 11.7 11.4 
Adams ES 29th $43,073 $16,623 35.1, 11.8 11.4 
Bailey MS 29th $46,543 $18,063 17.8, 10.1 7.3 
Hickey ES 29th  $46,543 $18,063 17.8, 10.2 7.3 
Brookman 
ES 30th $43,073 $16,623 35.1, 11.7 11.4 
King ES 30th $50,622 $29,777 4.3, 0.5 4.7 
Roberts ES 30th $44,581 $21,989 19.7, 6.8 7.5 

      
      

Clark Co.  $44,616 $21,785 22, 9.1 7.9 
U.S.  $41,994 $21,587 12.5, 12.3 9.2 

      
Low Income 

threshold  $35,692 $17,428   
  
 Table 3: CCSD Schools ranking up to the 30th percentile from USA Today’s 
 “Toxic Schools” series with selected demographic data by zip code of school. 
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Of the twenty-five schools used in this evaluation, fourteen are located in the city 

of Henderson, a city born out of the construction of Hoover Dam as a home to the 

laborers and to the bulk of Southern Nevada’s historic and current industrial facilities.  

The higher exposure levels as ascribed by analysis of local Toxic Release Inventory 

(TRI) reports unsurprisingly are tied to schools near higher concentrations of industry.  It 

is the author’s opinion that based on the ranking criteria, though limited by reliance on 

data from 2005 and with the TRI’s inherent limitations in terms of scope of reporting 

requirements, the schools included for evaluation do not appear to raise environmental 

justice warning signs.   

 For the other ten schools included based on proximity to the I-15 freeway (within 

500 feet as determined by the author’s measurement using Google maps), location in a 

designated industrial zone, the location of an air quality monitoring station on school 

grounds, or some combination of the three criterion, environmental justice concerns may 

be warranted strictly based on demographic characteristics.  In the California Air 

Resources Board report entitled “Traffic Pollution and Children’s Health: Refining 

estimates of exposure for the East Bay Children’s Respiratory Health Study,” Dr. Bart 

Ostro and his fellow researchers observed that children living within 75 meters (or 

approximately 246 feet) of a freeway with heavy traffic were more likely to have asthma 

and other respiratory health issues than their peers who lived farther away from heavy 

traffic areas. These findings of increased health impacts were also observed in children 

who lived in areas of otherwise good air quality, indicating that proximity to mobile 

source pollution has negative consequences for children’s health.  Concurrently, children 
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identified as living and attending school in the higher-risk areas were predominantly 

Latino and or from a lower-income household (Ostro 2008).  It could be extrapolated that 

children who attend neighborhood schools that are in greatest proximity to identified 

mobile sources have an essentially double-layered risk of developing health issues based 

on residential as well as school environment exposures.   

Although the author cannot provide reliable air quality information based on the 

selected criteria for eight of the ten schools, it is the author’s opinion that their proximity 

to some potential stationary and mobile sources of pollution combined with significantly 

higher rates of poverty, concentrated minority populations, median household income 

that is as low as 40% below the county average for some zip codes, and per capita income 

as low as 45% below the county average provides a compelling case for further 

investigation.  

Again, the limitations of the demographic information drawn from the 2000 

Census must be taken into account because these are essentially estimates that do not 

completely capture current conditions and children attending the selected schools may 

not actually reside within the school zip codes. In Table 4 the “criteria selected schools” 

are listed along with corresponding demographic figures. 
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School Criterion Met 

Median 
Household 

Income 
(2000) 

Per Capita 
Income 
(2000) 

% Latino, 
Black (2000) 

% Families 
Below 

Poverty Level 
(2000) 

Cahlan ES 

Proximity to I-
15, NLV 

industrial zone $31,306 $11,364 62.9, 18.9 22 

Fitzgerald ES 
LV industrial 

zone $31,306 $11,364 62.9, 18.10 22 

J. D. Smith MS 
DAQEM 

monitor site $31,306 $11,364 62.9, 18.11 22 

Martinez ES 

Proximity to I-
15, NLV 

industrial zone $31,306 $11,364 62.9, 18.12 22 

McCall ES 
Proximity to I-

15 $31,306 $11,364 62.9, 18.13 22 

Sunrise Acres 
ES 

DAQEM 
monitor site, LV 
industrial zone $23,166 $12,763 52.9, 12.1 24.6 

Booker ES 
NLV industrial 

zone $28,527 $13,387 28.9, 45.4 21.2 

Carson ES 
LV industrial 

zone $28,527 $13,387 28.9, 45.4 21.2 

Kelly ES 
LV industrial 

zone $28,527 $13,387 28.9, 45.4 21.2 
W. Williams 
ES 

LV industrial 
zone $28,527 $13,387 28.9, 45.6 21.2 

       
Clark County  $44,616 $21,785 22, 9.1 7.9 
U.S.  $41,994 $21,587 12.5, 5.3 9.2 
        
Low Income 
(20% below 
county)   $35,692 $17,428   
30% Below   $31,231 $15,249   
40% Below   $26,769 $13,071   
45% Below   $20,077 $11,981   

Table 4: Demographic characteristics for schools selected on proximity criteria. 
 
 The two schools that have DAQEM monitoring sites, Sunrise Acres and J.D. 

Smith, are noteworthy because they provide some quantitative support to an otherwise 

qualitatively and observation based investigation of possible environmental justice 
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concerns.  Sunrise Acres has served as a monitoring site since 1997 and has recorded the 

highest annual averages of the sixteen monitoring sites for carbon monoxide and PM2.5 

during this time; the Clark County DAQEM considers this a “priority site.”  With Census 

2000 data reporting median household income at the zip code level of $23,166, more than 

40% below the Clark County median household income of $44,616 and the highest 

percentage of families living below the poverty line at 24.6% (more than three times 

higher than the county figure), along with a Latino population of 52.9%, indicates the 

strongest case for further investigation of a possible environmental justice violation.  It is 

also sited near the City of Las Vegas’ zone. 

 J.D. Smith has served as a monitoring site since 1998 and has recorded the highest 

annual concentration of nitrogen oxides of the sixteen network sites during this span.  

With the year 2000 median household income of $31,306 that is nearly 30% below the 

state threshold for low income status, a per capita income of $11,364 that is more than 

45% below the county level, a Latino population of 62.9%, and 22% of families living in 

poverty, this school may also be worthy of further investigation to explore environmental 

justice concerns. 

 Martinez, McCall, and Cahlan Elementary Schools share the zip code based 

demographic statistics with J.D. Smith, and although air quality information is not 

available for these three sites, two of the schools schools are sited within 500 feet of the 

I-15 freeway.  McCall Elementary is within 500 feet of the I-15 when measured from the 

edge of the school property, but falls just outside the buffer range when measured nearer 

the school building. This could be used to argue for the installation of temporary 
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monitoring stations for further analysis and appropriate mitigation measures as necessary.  

The school locations are shown in the Figures 3, 4, and 5 below with 500-foot buffers. 

 

Figure 3: Cahlan Elementary School with a 500-foot buffer to show proximity to the I-15 
freeway. 
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Figure 4: Martinez Elementary School with a 500-foot buffer to show proximity to the I-
15 freeway. 
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Figure 5: McCall Elementary School with a 500-foot buffer to show proximity to I-15. 
 
 The remaining six schools are located within approximately two miles of a 

designated industrial zone and in the historical African American enclave known as the 

Westside neighborhood, yet none falls within 500 feet of the nearest industrial property.  

Residents of this community have expressed concerns in the past regarding the level of 

educational attainment in these neighborhood schools, but the author is unaware of any 

concerns raised over the environmental health of students.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

  

 Considering the limited scope of this paper in terms of sample size, data acquired 

for review, the author’s lack of an environmental science and health background, and the 

original exploratory intent, some cautious inferences can be made. 

 In seeking to evaluate the Clark County School District’s policies regarding 

school siting, with particular interest in any stipulations to assess potentially hazardous 

environmental factors for children’s health and equity in the siting decisions, the author 

sought to acquire as much applicable information as possible in the pursuit of answering 

the following questions: 

• How have school sites generally been chosen? Have siting policies changed, and 

if so how?  During the widely acknowledged period of greatest population growth 

(1985-2005) have schools been built only to catch up with growth patterns, or 

have they been built in accordance with a plan or strategy?   

• Has current and future land use for the respective municipalities had any influence 

on the locating of schools?  

• Are CCSD officials aware of possible environmental justice issues?   

• Are schools evaluated for environmental health and safety at any stage of 

construction or operation?   
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Information on historical school siting practices was not obtained from either of 

the author’s phone interviews with CCSD employees, nor was it available from the 

website.  Ms. Murphy did acknowledge that during her time of employment, schools have 

been built to catch up with the unexpected population growth based on population counts 

and projections as called for in the annual school facilities plan.  

As stated in the previous chapter, the municipal governments of Southern Nevada 

(Clark County, City of Las Vegas, City of North Las Vegas, Henderson, and Boulder 

City) have very limited jurisdictional authority over CCSD actions.  The common point 

of influence on school siting decisions lies in each municipality’s authority concerning 

land use and zoning controls.  Each city council or county commission has the authority 

to approve or deny building permits to the Clark County School District if a proposed 

school site does not meet zoning or safety standards, or if buffer requirements separating 

adult and other restricted uses are not satisfied.   

In terms of awareness concerning possible environmental justice issues, the 

author did encounter some vague language pertaining to the need for equity and 

providing the best educational experience possible to all students.  An example comes 

from the CCSD “Annual Plan 2003-2004” that requires employees in the Special Projects 

and Renovation Services Department to “seek equitable alternatives in allocating 

resources to achieve Clark County School District goals and objectives” (Smith 2003).  

This could mean equity in decisions on which schools receive renovation funding and 

imply that the schools in worse condition are served first.  Specific language speaking to 
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achieving environmental justice as a goal across CCSD decisions was not found, yet this 

does not mean officials and employees are ignorant of environmental justice principles. 

Regarding the final question seeking information on whether or not school sites 

are evaluated for environmental health and safety, the author did receive some equivocal 

information from personal interviews of CCSD employees in the Real Property 

Management and Environmental Services departments.  Both women assured the author 

that some at least basic environmental site analysis is conducted before a parcel is 

acquired and before a school site plan is brought before a governing body for permit 

approval.  Neither could point the author to specific CCSD policies or regulations that 

explicitly detail a site assessment process that is currently in use.  The author has taken 

this information in good faith but would nonetheless prefer to have found evidence of 

such site assessment practices in codified form for presentation in this report.  In 

California, school siting decisions are left ultimately up to the state Department of 

Education and the Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) because each 

potential school site must go through a “three-step process” to ensure compliance with 

environmental regulations (“Evaluating and Cleaning Up School Sites”).  The DTSC 

website dedicated to explaining its role in school siting boasts that it operates the “only 

comprehensive school environmental evaluation program” in the nation.  It’s mission of 

ensuring that environmental conditions at school sites are safe for students and staff is 

met through two further reviews in addition to the required Phase I ESA.  Potential 

school sites must also have a Preliminary Environmental Assessment conducted when the 

Phase I ESA report reveals a possibility of contamination.  More in-depth testing and 
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sampling would then be carried out to better understand the nature of the contamination, 

with results used to formulate a summary of possible health risks.  If health risks are 

deemed to be minimal or non-existent by DTSC, the site would then be recommended for 

approval.  In the case of a significant health risk, the DTSC staff would work with the 

school district to devise a clean up plan or the district may elect to drop the site from 

consideration (“Evaluating and Cleaning Up School Sites”).  This three-step process 

could be used by the State of Nevada to revise current standards, although this would 

result in reducing the relative autonomy under which Nevada school districts have been 

operating and may cause some political controversy. 

 Although this evaluation answered most of the author’s original questions to a 

certain extent, additional information on the specific site analysis process that the CCSD 

practices would further general knowledge for interested parties.  Persons with expertise 

in the field of environmental hazard and health assessment could offer their services or 

input for adapting CCSD practices to better protect students from avoidable exposures if 

deemed to be inadequate after more details were made available.  It is the author’s 

opinion that environmental assessments near identified noxious point and line sources at 

existing and older school facilities should be included as part of the process used to 

determine which facilities are in greatest need of renovations. 

 State implementation of additional requirements for protecting student health 

could follow some of those implemented in California’s aforementioned SB 25 that 

require new school facilities to be built at least 500 feet from the edge of a freeway, in 

addition to the explicit prohibition of siting educational facilities on or within an 
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approved distance of a wide range of possible pollution sources through local land use 

controls. Monitoring of air quality at potential school sites near likely point or line source 

could be used to obtain reliable data on ambient conditions prior to site approval.  

Measures to improve indoor air quality at schools would also have a positive effect on 

student health since most of their time at school is spent indoors.  Additional advisory 

distance thresholds to protect sensitive receptors like children and the elderly in home, 

school, and other vulnerable settings could be modeled after those put forth in the 

California Air Resources Board’s “Air Quality and Land Use Handbook” in Table 5.   
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Source Category Advisory Recommendations  
  

Freeways and 
High-Traffic 
Roads 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 500 feet of a freeway, urban 
roads with 100,000 vehicles/day, or rural roads with 50,000 vehicles/day.  

Distribution 
Centers 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 1,000 feet of a distribution 
center (that accommodates more than 100 trucks per day, more than 40 
trucks with operating transport refrigeration units (TRUs) per day, or 
where TRU unit operations exceed 300 hours per week). 

• Take into account the configuration of existing distribution centers and 
avoid locating residences and other new sensitive land uses near entry and 
exit points. 

Rail Yards 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 1,000 feet of a major service 
and maintenance rail yard.   

• Within one mile of a rail yard, consider possible siting limitations and 
mitigation approaches. 

Ports 
• Avoid siting of new sensitive land uses immediately downwind of ports 

in the most heavily impacted zones.  Consult local air districts or the 
ARB on the status of pending analyses of health risks. 

Refineries 
• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses immediately downwind of petroleum 

refineries.  Consult with local air districts and other local agencies to 
determine an appropriate separation. 

Chrome Plating 
Facility 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 1,000 feet of a chrome plating 
facility. 

Dry Cleaners 
Using Perchloro-
ethylene 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 300 feet of any dry cleaning 
operation.  For operations with two or more machines, provide 500 feet.  
For operations with 3 or more machines, consult with the local air district. 

• Do not site new sensitive land uses in the same building with 
perchloroethylene dry cleaning operations. 

Gasoline 
Dispensing 
Facilities 

• Avoid siting new sensitive land uses within 300 feet of a large gas station 
(defined as a facility with a throughput of 3.6 million gallons per year or 
greater).  A 50-foot separation is recommended for typical gas dispensing 
facilities. 

Table 5: Table of recommended distances between certain identified environmentally 
hazardous land uses and sensitive receptors from the CARB “Air Quality and Land Use 
Handbook.” 
  

 Finally, every level of government within the state should direct agencies to 

require an environmental justice analysis resembling the federal guidance directive from 

the Council on Environmental Quality to help ensure a higher level of equity in decision-

making affecting the public, including school siting processes. 
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