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Successful redevelopment of lands with per-
ceived or real contamination and left idle
are commonly termed brownfield sites. These
sites often require redevelopment that
should consider the site’s broader social,
political, and economic setting. The parcel
of land, which can range from a rural com-
munity to an urban neighborhood, is part
of a larger ecosystem both scientifically and
socially. Most of the urban brownfield lit-
erature focuses on the loss or underutili-
zation of the property’s function and
resulting loss in economic value, some-
times neglecting this large social context of
the location of the property.

This Point of View looks at brownfield sites
in a larger context than mere economic
potential. We discuss the importance of
building a team of diverse professionals to
work on brownfield sites to capture other
vital components, such as the broader so-
cial, political, and cultural foundations of
the neighborhood. We recommend that tech-
nical specialists in the environmental sci-
ences, real estate and finance experts, and
social scientists who understand the poten-
tial impacts (including displacement, par-
ticularly during the emerging community
after redevelopment) be included on the
team addressing redevelopment of a brown-
field site. This Point of View also includes
some examples on how this training can
begin at the university level to prepare en-
vironmental professionals for the brown-
field employment sector.

The Brownfield
Redevelopment Sector

Brownfield redevelopment has been, and
continues to be, an important sector for
the environmental professional and is a
potential growth area into the future, given
the associated benefits that studies have
documented (Northeast-Midwest Insti-
tute, 2008). There are some important in-

dicators of this employment sector for
environmental professionals. The United
States (US) General Accounting Office
(2004) estimated that there are between
450,000 and one million brownfield sites
in the US. According to the Northeast-
Midwest Institute (2008, p. 15), the mean
size of a brownfield site (excluding gas sta-
tions, which are typically focused on un-
derground storage tank removals or dry
cleaners) is estimated to be 5-6 acres, with
an average investment of about $20 mil-
lion and approximately 8o permanent full-
time jobs (for those projects that include
employment-producing projects). Another
indicator of the permanence and longevity
of this employment sector for the environ-
mental professional comes from the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
At the national level, the EPA (2008) esti-
mates that 48,950 sites have been remedi-
ated under the state voluntary cleanup
programs across the US. These cleanup sites
often include what states consider to be
brownfield sites, so the state cleanup pro-
grams serve as a crude policy barometer
for quantity of brownfield work. The
Northeast-Midwest Institute (2008, p. 45)
estimates that the total investment from
the voluntary cleanup sites includes ap-
proximately 1.9 million jobs at the sites,
with a total investment of $703 billion and
661,000 households accommodated. Thus,
the environmental professional can look
to brownfield redevelopment (whether
with or without remediation required) as
a viable and potential employment sector
now and into the future. The next ques-
tion is, what type of training, education,
and approach can be used to prepare pro-
fessionals for the brownfield practice? Two
aspects of this question that we explore in
the following sections are the need for an
interdisciplinary team of environmental
professionals, and the utility of educa-
tional experience of college students that
simulates the complexity and need for in-
terdisciplinary training of brownfield
professionals.

The Need for an
Interdisciplinary Team of
Professionals and the Role of
Social Equity

Brownfield sites are rarely identical in size,
contamination, land use, history, or other
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factors. In addition to the uniqueness of
each parcel, brownfield redevelopment is
complex because of the nature of this policy
arena. In the US, it is complicated by the
nature of federalism and interagency coop-
eration required from the pluralistic system
of government. The brownfield literature
frequently discusses the complexity of plan-
ning and implementation required for even
small sites. For instance, several studies focus
on individual cases that have been success-
fulin redeveloping a community. Most stud-
ies refer to the barriers of environmental
legislation (like Superfund) at the national
level, liability risks for lenders and consul-
tants at the local level (Jaconetty, 1999; Pow-
ell, 1998), and the quagmire of local and
state regulations that demand interagency
cooperation at several levels of government
even with the advancement of environmen-
tal assessment technologies to reduce the
risks involved (Munroe and Tzoumis, 2000).
Many articles target increasing economic
incentives (e.g., with tax increment financ-
ing) and reducing regulatory burdens to re-
duce the uncertainties associated with
brownfield development (Bacot and O’Dell,
2006; McCarthy, 2009; Wright, 1997).

Brownfield development, therefore, de-
mands a team of professionals from a mul-
titude of disciplines, perhaps even more so
that many other environmental projects.
At a minimum, the brownfield team re-
quires expertise from areas such as real
estate, finance investment, legal and inter-
governmental relations, communication and
public relations, environmental sciences, and
technical specialties, depending on the spe-
cific nature of the site and the project man-
agement. Each of these professionals brings
to the team a unique set of skills essential
for the different stages of brownfield plan-
ning and implementation. One profes-
sional often forgotten in these projects is
the social scientist who understands the
context and history of urban policy issues.
This type of professional is able to synthe-
size information from different experts and
apply it to the brownfield’s community
when considering the possible impacts of
redevelopment. In particular, this profes-
sional can assist with the issues of social
equity and environmental justice.

An area of increasing concern for urban
brownfield redevelopment is the environ-
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mental justice that impacts low-income and
minority communities, which are often un-
derrepresented in the larger political or re-
gional perspective. Adding social equity
questions complicates an already complex
decision; the literature and case studies pro-
vide insufficient guidance for practitioners
on these issues, and few university classes
are offered that tie redevelopment to issues
of environmental justice. Adding to this,
government agencies have not provided suf-
ficient guidance at how to measure dispro-
portionate impacts for environmental justice
purposes even with the requirement to as-
sess these impacts in all environmental im-
pact statements since 1994 under Executive
Order 12898. Assessment of the social eq-
uity issues involved in redevelopment re-
quires examination of communities adjacent
to the redeveloped site to determine both
direct and indirect impacts from the project.
The brownfield team must grapple with
questions that include larger issues for the
brownfield community, such as the follow-
ing: What is the economic status and racial-
ethnic background of residents? What other
factors affect the attractiveness of the site?
What are the likely spillover effects (both
positive and negative) of the brownfield re-
development to surrounding communi-
ties? How will redevelopment effect ongoing
development (and disinvestment) in the city?

Without consideration of social equity, two
results are likely in brownfield redevelop-
ment. First, those sites with the most at-
tractive locations will be redeveloped,
meaning that locations within low-income
or minority communities are less likely to
be developed. In other words, even though
brownfields are more common in such
communities, brownfield redevelopment
is unlikely to result in improvements for
these communities (McCarthy, 2009). Sec-
ond, brownfields in low-income or mi-
nority communities are more likely to be
redeveloped if there are compensating at-
tractive factors, such as attractive water-
fronts and a location near a developing
central business district. Environmental re-
mediation makes the site attractive to
middle-class residents and businesses, often
resulting in gentrification. In other words,
efforts of organizations and residents in
low-income, minority communities to re-
duce environmental pollution may have
the unintended effect of displacing the

original residents and thus undermining
the goal of reducing environmental injus-
tices (Lees, Slater, and Wyly, 2008). These
types of considerations can be overlooked
without an interdisciplinary approach to-
ward redevelopment.

Preparing the Brownfield
Professional

Suggesting that brownfield teams are built
for the redevelopment planning and im-
plementation of each project also requires
the preparation of the individual profes-
sional on the team. One way this can take
place is within the college classroom. For
instance, two approaches used to prepare
the future brownfield practitioner, regard-
less of his or her individual major or
discipline, is to expose students to simu-
lations and case studies that will reflect
the reality of a future brownfield project.
We have done this in two different class
formats and observed informally, but di-
rectly, how students process and partici-
pate together at dealing with brownfield
issues and the considerations we raised
about environmental justice, social equity,
and gentrification. First, specialized courses
in brownfields can be offered that can be
attractive to the types of students recom-
mended to compose the interdisciplinary
team. A course on Brownfield Develop-
ment and Policy, or Land-Use Redevelop-
ment Policy, and other permutations can
be offered for undergraduate students, who
can include a diversity of majors from
real estate, finance, business, environmen-
tal science, and policy (including political
and social sciences) that would reflect the
interdisciplinary team in the workplace
for a brownfield site. This was imple-
mented in the fall term at DePaul Uni-
versity in Chicago in 2006. Students were
required to work on a case study of a
local brownfield in Chicago and pre-
sented a simulation of a real case study
funded by the Real Estate School at De-
Paul University. The very informal obser-
vations showed that students approached
the simulation based on their training in
the course, but predominately based on
their major in college. Thus, issues of con-
cern for displacement and gentrification
negative feedbacks to a community were
raised primarily by the policy and social
scientists in the course while real estate
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and finance majors focused on the imple-
mentation of funding for the developer
and negotiations with the lenders. The
students were interested in the approaches
taken by the diverse group of majors that
highlighted different aspects of the devel-
opment project. However, taking a course
in brownfield policy and being a major in
social science alone may not be enough
for students to include the concerns of
social equity in redevelopment plans.

A complementary course required stu-
dents to conduct research projects on the
processes of redevelopment (i.e., gentrifi-
cation) in urban neighborhoods by under-
graduate majors in Public Policy Studies.
When last offered in spring 2009, several
students chose to examine the relationship
between brownfields and gentrification in
the City of Chicago, though the issues raised
here apply to all brownfield sites. As stu-
dents of public policy, all participants were
aware of the controversy regarding dis-
placement caused by gentrification. Given
the established dominance of the market
in housing, however, most students viewed
displacement (when it occurred) as an un-
fortunate consequence for some residents,
but one that was outweighed by the gen-
eral benefits to the city. Their perspective
was bolstered by three factors: (a) the ap-
parent common sense of the general ben-
efits arising from gentrification to be shared
by all city residents; (b) the cost-benefit
analyses often used by policy analysts that
assesses total costs and benefits, but rarely
considers the identify of those bearing the
costs or reaping the benefits; and (c) the
general acceptance of the entrepreneurial
role of local governments within our cur-
rent neoliberal regime.

Conclusions

Often the view that an increase in housing
values is a measure of neighborhood revi-
talization is the only goal and impact to a
community that is focused on by the re-
development team. A recent report from
the Northeast-Midwest Institute (2008), for
example, follows this practice. The report
notes that studies generally indicate an in-
crease of 5%-15%, but it also notes that in
projects involving changes in land use (usu-
ally from industrial to parks or mixed use)
the increase can be substantially larger. And,
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as the report also notes, redeveloped brown-
fields are increasingly being used for resi-
dential and mixed-residential purposes,
suggesting that larger increases in property
values are likely in future redevelopment
projects.

Even with students in a college classroom,
it is difficult to focus their attention on the
social equity issues involved in using gov-
ernmental resources to redevelop land and
allowing private developers to determine
the use for that land. Students easily accept
the need for government to provide re-
sources to attract private investments for
brownfield redevelopment, but find it prob-
lematic to agree that government should
also play a role in determining the final
use of the redeveloped land. Yet, just as
environmental cleanup is a public good
that requires governmental subsidies, so-
cial equity is a public good that requires
governmental intervention. If social equity
is to be incorporated into policy consider-
ations, students need instruction on the
importance and legitimacy of this goal, the
need for government involvement, and ap-
propriate means of analysis. Without such
instruction, the negative consequences of
earlier urban development attempts are
likely to be repeated in brownfield devel-
opment. In other words, students who plan
a career in environmental issues need to
know the social and political factors that
influence the outcomes of environmental

policy, as well as the scientific and eco-
nomic factors more commonly included
in their training. They should also be aware
of a broader set of goals for public policy
beyond the typical goals of efficiency and
profitability that are the focus of a neolib-
eral regime. The prevailing doctrine of
neoliberalism stresses the market as the
best mechanism for allocating resources
and minimizes both the role of govern-
ment and the significance of the public
good. Recent events are providing lessons
in the limitations of that approach.
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