Sustainable and Healthy Communities (SHC)
Synopsis of the 2023 – 2026 Strategic Research Action Plan

Vision: The SHC Research Program will take a systems approach to integrate the full range of available data
from public health, environmental science and engineering, and ecosystems research to provide and translate
(1) the science and engineering to expedite the remediation and restoration of contaminated sites; (2) research
on materials management, including the beneficial reuse of waste materials; and (3) integrated research
towards understanding linkages between the total environment (built, natural, and social) and public health to
support communities revitalizing former contaminated sites as well as pursuing climate resilience and
environmental justice goals.
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Approach: SHC integrates efforts with other research programs across ORD, with EPA program and regional
office partners, and with external stakeholders to provide a research portfolio aligned around the Agency’s goals
under the strategic objective to Prioritize Robust Science. SHC will assist all of EPA’s program and regional offices
as well as states and tribes in addressing the current Administrator’s priorities related to environmental justice,
cumulative impacts, and climate change. SHC's research will support EPA through an integrated approach to
incorporate the full range of available data in order to (1) advance contaminated site cleanups; (2) return
contaminated sites to beneficial use in their communities; (3) protect vulnerable groups, especially children; (4)
revitalize the most vulnerable communities; and (5) understand the connections between healthy ecosystems,
healthy people, and healthy and resilient communities.
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SHC will assist EPA’s Office of Land and Emergency Management (OLEM) in reaching their strategic goals related
to making Superfund, Brownfield, Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) corrective action sites, and
sites with leaking underground storage tanks ready for anticipated use (RAU) by developing and translating the
research needed for OLEM to meet these demanding goals. The Program will also continue to collaborate with
the Great Lakes National Program Office to advance the remediation to restoration to revitalization (R2R2R)
paradigm. Further, SHC will develop research to examine potential links between human health and ecosystem
services and to support EPA’s Office of Policy (Office of Environmental Justice and Office of Community
Revitalization) in its community revitalization goals and will also support the Office of Children’s Health
Protection to address vulnerable groups. SHC’s community resilience research is of particular interest to Regions
as well as our Program Office partners. SHC’s health disparities, ecosystem services, and community resilience
research is concentrated in Topic 3, and these themes will also be integrated throughout Topics 1 and 2 as they
are applied to our contaminated sites and materials management portfolios. In addition to Executive Orders
from the current Administration, SHC research is grounded in the statutes that provide EPA the authority or
guidance to conduct research to support the cleanup and revitalization of contaminated sites and the
communities impacted by these sites. The work will support statutes and policies that are most relevant to SHC’s
Agency partners, and hence set the regulatory and policy context for this Program.
Additional focus areas will be added to expand capacity to address research areas that are of emerging
importance to the Agency and the States, such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS); lead (Pb); plastics,
including microplastics; and critical minerals. Long-term, innovative, and multi-disciplinary research is needed to
make progress on complex issues of climate change within SHC research and with a focus to support a
sustainable pathway towards an equitable distribution of social, economic, health and environmental benefits.

Organization:
Topic 1: Advancing Remediation and Restoration of Contaminated Sites. The objective of this topic is to
provide cost-efficient, rapid, and effective technical support and innovative methods (e.g., future use and
potential community benefits analyses, human health and ecological risk assessments, vulnerabilities of
remediation and local communities to severe events, and health impact assessments of site remediation
activities) for site characterization and cleanup, especially for complex site-specific issues; contribute to EPA
program guidance and other technical support to manage contaminated groundwater (present at 85% of
National Priorities List sites), sediments, soils, and vapors, leaking underground storage tanks, and mine waste;
and to provide science-based approaches so that OLEM, EPA regions, states and tribes can better engage in
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effective restoration and revitalization of communities in the proximity of contaminated sites. Research and
development under this topic will provide data and tools to support EPA’s OLEM and Regions states, tribes, and
local delegated programs regarding the following:
•
•

Research Area 1: Technical Support – Assist the Regions and OLEM with short-term, more specific
requests for expert consultation regarding identification/optimization/evaluation of waste and waste
site characterization, assessment, remedy, monitoring, or reuse.
Research Area 2: Site Characterization and Remediation – Remediation and restoration of
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) sites, RCRA facilities,
Great Lakes Legacy Act-Areas of Concern, and Brownfields. Provide effective and cost-conscious
assistance regarding waste and waste site characterization, assessment, remedy, monitoring, or reuse.
Research Area 3: Solvent Vapor Intrusion – Effective, cost-conscious, reliable, and documentable means
to identify, monitor, and control vapor intrusion (VI) to (a) reduce exposures; (b) reduce contaminant
sources; and (c) define sampling strategies that address when, where, and how to sample.

•

Research Area 4: Leaking Underground Storage Tanks – Assist EPA’s Office of Underground Storage
Tanks and regions and states in assessing the degradation of underground storage tanks to identify
vulnerable tanks before leaks occur and develop the tools to track and monitor the status of existing and
abandoned USTs and their impact on the community.

•

Research Area 5: Chemicals of Emerging and Immediate Concern – Currently includes PFAS- and Pbspecific research, which will advance clean-ups of these contaminants to protect vulnerable groups,
especially children.
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•

Research Area 6: Landfill Management – Develop and advance tools, processes, and methods to
improve management of wastes in municipal and hazardous waste landfills. Evaluate impact of climate
change on landfills using multi-media approach to understand total emissions and influence of droughts,
wildfires, and other extreme weather events that influence landfill emissions to air, land, and water.
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Topic 2: Materials Management and Beneficial Reuse of Waste. The objective of this topic is an integrated
approach to materials management, including the need to evaluate landfill performance and its long-term
impact on human health and the environment. Many existing materials considered to be either hazardous or
non-hazardous waste intended for some form of disposal could potentially be reused, recycled, or reprocessed
into other resources. Sustainable Materials Management (SMM) considers the full life cycle of materials,
thereby reducing toxics and greenhouse gases and beneficially using waste materials. Research and
development under this topic will provide data and tools to support OLEM and state and local delegated
programs regarding the following:

•

Research Area 7: Life Cycle Inventories and Methodologies – Develop, advance, and apply input-output
materials and economic models and databases to conduct materials life-cycle assessments to minimize
waste generation and environmental impacts and optimize waste management, including plastics and
food wastes.

•

Research Area 8: Waste Recovery and Beneficial Use of Materials – Develop innovative waste recovery
and reuse tools and processes to maximize the beneficial uses and reuses of wastes and to evaluate the
safety of the resulting product.

Topic 3: Integrated Systems Approach to Building Healthy and Resilient Communities. The objective of this
topic is to increase community resilience by reducing potential risks, promoting health, and revitalizing
communities. The research will identify links between these desirable outcomes and health-promoting features
of the built and natural environments. Products will be accessible and applicable to challenges that communities
face in preparing for and recovering from the impacts of natural disasters and climate change, ensuring that
approaches are beneficial and equitable for the communities at risk. It also includes understanding the
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challenges associated with preparing for and recovering from the impacts of natural disasters/extreme weather
events, including when these might result in contaminants migrating from containment sites or impacting
vulnerable communities and groups. Research and development under this topic will provide data and tools to
support Agency and delegated programs regarding the following:
•

Research Area 9: Benefits from Remediation, Restoration, and Revitalization – Weight of evidence
approaches to evaluate restoration effectiveness and how cleanups and the provision of ecosystem
services contributes to site redevelopment and community revitalization.

•

Research Area 10: Community-Driven Solutions – Address the risks and impacts to vulnerable
communities and groups, such as children and underserved/overburdened communities, and improve
the resiliency of communities to address cumulative impacts from contamination, climate (e.g., natural
disasters and extreme events), and other stressors on health and the environment.

•

Research Area 11: Measuring Outcomes through the Report on the Environment – Measure outcomes
of environmental protection by developing indicators and evaluating trends that provide a nationwide
view of progress toward EPA’s mission of providing clean and safe air, water, and land.
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New or Increased Emphasis:
o Increased incorporation of climate change and environmental justice relevant research throughout the
program
o Integrated systems approach will be applied as appropriate throughout the program to incorporate
diverse data streams for increased understanding linkages between the total environment (built,
natural, and social) and public health to support communities
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