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Devilish Details 
Laurie Mazur

For those who care about sustainability and equity, 2022 brought 
plenty of good news. Notably, the Biden Administration is rolling 

out its Justice40 initiative, which targets 40 percent of certain federal 
investments to disadvantaged communities. Through the Inflation Reduc-
tion Act, Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, and the American Rescue Plan, 
money is—finally—flowing to climate change mitigation and resilience 
in hard-hit communities.

But the devil, as they say, is in the details. Now that more funding is 
available, it’s important to make sure it is spent wisely and goes where it’s 
needed most. In 2022, contributors to the Island Press Urban Resilience 
Project dug into the details, devising concrete plans for collective action 
to build a greener, fairer future. 

Mark Rupp, for example, shows how all federal infrastructure spend-
ing can be leveraged to boost climate resilience (page 121). 
However, many working-class communities of color lack the resources 
to navigate the process of applying for federal funds. That’s why we 
profiled the Justice40 Accelerator, an innovative project that builds 
the capacity of community-based groups to apply for—and make good 
use of—federal funding (page 83).

At all levels, policymakers are confronted with intersecting crises, 
including climate impacts and a shortage of affordable housing. Govern-
ments need to do more with less, by investing in strategies that accomplish 
many goals at once. For example, Kimberly Lyle and Joe Kriesberg offer 
a plan to boost funding for affordable housing and climate resilience, 
through progressive real estate tax reform (page 88). It’s an approach 
Elizabeth Sawin calls “multisolving,” examples of which include “green 
infrastructure” like urban forests that provide cooling shade and flood 
control (page 15). 
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In the wake of the racial reckoning that followed George Floyd’s murder, 
our contributors have also explored, in detail, what authentic racial equity 
requires. In her powerful essay, “Reckoning and Repair in America’s Cities, 
Liz Ogbu describes several cities’ efforts to “account for the past, reckon 
with the arc of harm and benefit, and create a pathway to repair” (page 
35). We also explored proactive efforts to prevent racial inequities, notably 
the Equitable Building Electrification Fund, which seeks to ensure that 
the economic and environmental benefits of electrification accrue equally 
in marginalized communities (page 109).

In 2022, we deepened our coverage of the health/climate nexus. That’s 
because the climate crisis is also a health crisis: on a warming planet, disas-
ters take an ever-growing toll in lives and well-being. Moreover, phasing 
out climate-changing fossil fuels would yield staggering health benefits. 
As Gary Cohen and Kalpana Ramiah observe, “eliminating fossil fuel 
pollution in the United States could save 100,000 lives and $880 billion 
annually” (page 158). They add that, over the long term, “air quality 
improvements alone could substantially offset, or even exceed, the costs 
of climate change mitigation.” Talk about multisolving!

At the same time, in our polarized national discourse, health profes-
sionals remain trusted messengers on climate change and its impacts. 
To amplify their voices, we have forged a partnership with the Medical 
Society Consortium on Climate and Health’s Climate Health Equity 
Fellowship. The fellowship “empowers doctors of color to become leaders 
in climate and health equity education, advocacy, and policy solutions.” 
In 2022, we worked with the fellows to craft nine op-eds on wide range 
of topics—from the risks of extreme heat to the need for electric school 
buses—which were published in the doctors’ hometown news outlets. We 
have included their op-eds in a special section that begins on page 162.

In these pages, you’ll find plenty of detailed strategies to build on 2022’s 
good news. There are plans to extend flood insurance to low-income 
families (page 106), fund efficiency upgrades to old buildings (page 118), 
design healthful, climate-resilient schoolyards (page 145), and more. In 
our shared quest to build a world that is sustainable and equitable, the 
devil is always in the details. As opportunity arises and money flows, our 
contributors are focused on getting those details right.  
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We Must Adapt to Climate Change. 
Can We Do It in Ways That 
Solve Other Problems Too?

Elizabeth Sawin

Originally published March 1, 2022 in Environmental Health News

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has released its Sixth 
Assessment Report on the impacts of climate change. 

The report has a clear message: Communities must adapt to climate 
change that has already happened and more that is on the way.

This is not new information. Climate adaptation experts have been 
telling us this for decades. The new report reinforces and strengthens 
those warnings. It also arrives at a daunting time: amid a global pandemic, 
with war and geopolitical instability in the headlines abroad, and political 
polarization at home.

The need to adapt to the climate change we can’t prevent can feel like 
one more emergency, one more drain on already-scarce resources. And 
to some extent this is true. Climate change adaptation will take hard 
work and real spending.

But with creativity and cooperation, some of that adaptation effort 
can provide other benefits at the same time. That’s an approach called 

“multisolving,” and many climate change adaptation strategies are mul-
tisolving superstars.

Green investments
For example, greening the urban environment can help moderate heat 
waves. It can also reduce flooding from intense downpours. These are 
both climate impacts that the IPCC report tells us will become more 
common as the climate changes. Green infrastructure also helps save 
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energy (and thus money) by keeping buildings cool. It can help improve 
air and water quality and boost people’s sense of well-being. If the green 
spaces include fruit and nut trees or gardens, they can also help improve 
access to fresh fruits and vegetables.

Living shorelines are another example of adaptation projects that mul-
tisolve. Projects like restored oyster beds help prevent flooding due to sea 
level rise. They also help protect marine biodiversity and the economies 
of fishing communities.

These sorts of investments not only help communities adapt to climate 
change, they help them thrive in other ways, too.

Weaning off fossil fuels
But there is an important caveat. Adaptation solutions like these are no 
match for the extremes that severe, unmitigated climate change will throw 
at us. This past summer Germany experienced more rain in one day than 
it typically does in a month. Green infrastructure alone can’t absorb such 
an extreme amount of rainfall.

The same logic applies to all impacts covered in the IPCC report–fires, 
flood, droughts, storms, and surging seas. For adaptation to succeed we 
need to prevent as much climate change as possible. And we do that by 
weaning our economies from fossil fuels as quickly as possible.

That fact points to a particularly interesting type of multisolving. Some 
projects can help communities prepare for climate impacts while reducing 
the use of fossil fuels at the same time. In a time of limited budgets this 

“two for the price of one” approach to climate should be a top priority.

Here are a couple of examples:

• There are reports of solar panels surviving Hurricane Ida in New 
Orleans. When the panels had battery back-up, they were even 
able to provide emergency electricity for charging phones and 
keeping medicine refrigerated. These stories show how the tran-
sition to clean energy can also help build resilience.

• When homes are weatherized, they use less energy and thus 
make less greenhouse gas pollution. That protects the climate for 



7•  

the long term. These energy efficiency upgrades can also help in 
case of climate impacts: If the power goes out in a heat wave, a 
well-insulated home will stay cooler, and thus safer, longer than 
one without insulation.

Climate adaptation projects
There’s one final and very important consideration about climate adap-
tion projects. The process of implementing them can be as important 
as the result.

Climate adaptation investments, to really qualify as multisolving, must 
ensure that their benefits and burdens are justly shared. This requires 
vigorous community participation from the beginning.

Community engagement can help tackle important questions, such 
as: Who does the project benefit? How does the design protect against 
side-effects like “climate gentrification”? (That’s the emerging term for 
what happens when communities benefiting from adaptation investments 
become more attractive. Property values and rents rise, and long-standing 
community members can be displaced.) And who will have access to the 
jobs created by adaptation projects?

The climate change adaptation task ahead of us is mammoth, and time 
is short. No one knows exactly how to adapt; after all, we are entering 
unknown climatological territory. But two simple rules can help us make 
the best possible decisions.

The first principle is: Make every dollar count by addressing multiple 
problems.

The second one is: Make every decision as wise as possible by listening 
to the voices of those who have the most at stake.

If we can stick to those two principles, the needed investments in 
adaptation could also contribute to a healthier and more equitable society.

Can We adapt to climate change in Ways That Solve Other Problems Too?
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Racial and Ethnic Data Can Guide 
Equitable Disaster Recovery

Yvette Chen 

Originally published March 3, 2022 in The Hill

We live in a time of increasingly destructive storms and disasters, 
which often hit communities of color most intensely. But new data 

gathered by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) could 
guide a more robust and equitable disaster recovery process. 

As Hurricanes Harvey, Irma and Maria have illustrated, climate-in-
duced disasters intersect with existing and historic systemic challenges 
like segregation, economic inequality and housing discrimination—all 
of which disproportionately affect communities of color. 

These communities, already more exposed to disasters, are also less 
likely to get needed assistance. For example, a 2019 study found that 
survivors of Hurricane Harvey were less likely to receive FEMA grants if 
they lived in a non-white neighborhood. And a study by Rice University 
found that white residents are able to rebuild their personal wealth after 
a disaster, while otherwise similar residents of color lose wealth.

While these studies are informative and important, they point to a 
much larger—and unmeasured—problem. That’s because FEMA does 
not currently collect data on the race and ethnicity of aid recipients. That 
data gap makes it difficult to quantify the true impact of inequitable 
disaster relief on communities of color.

Now, that may change. In December, FEMA requested authority 
from the Office of Management and Budget to begin collecting data on 
the race and ethnicity of disaster survivors. Applicants for aid would be 
asked, but not required, to disclose their race and other demographic 
information.
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These data could help researchers, advocates and policymakers finally 
quantify what we already know: Racial disparities are exacerbated by our 
current recovery process.

After Hurricane Sandy tore through New Jersey in 2012, communities 
of color faced insurmountable systemic barriers when trying to obtain 
recovery assistance. Fair Share Housing Center was able to document that 
discrimination, and successfully secure the largest fair housing settlement 
in history. But lawsuits should be a last resort. Collecting data on race 
and ethnicity will allow for a smoother and more equitable relief process 
from the outset. 

Typically, inadequate data leaves an incomplete picture of the aftermath 
of disaster. Hurricane Katrina in 2005 was one of the largest weather-dis-
placement events in history; an estimated 1.5 million people were forced 
to leave their homes, and roughly 40 percent were not able to return. 
Ten years after the disaster, the population of families living in public 
housing declined from 5,000 to 1,900. Due to inadequate data collection, 
researchers must piece together data from sources like the Census and 
postal service to quantify displacement and conduct analyses by race. 
Disaster assistance remains even more of a mystery.

It’s time for FEMA and other federal agencies to make the disaster 
recovery process more equitable, and FEMA’s new proposal is a good 
first step. The agency’s effort to collect demographic information is an 
important step forward. It is also crucial that FEMA make this data 
publicly available and accessible, so policymakers and researchers can 
determine whether FEMA policies perpetuate inequality and how they 
can be improved. Better data can help identify ways to make the disaster 
recovery process more equitable. 

Racial and Ethnic Data Can Guide Equitable Disaster Recovery
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To Fight Climate Change, 
Education Is Key

Vihaan Mathur and Odessa Zhang

Originally published March 28, 2022 in Richmond Times-Dispatch

On the day he was sworn into office, Gov. Glenn Youngkin declared 
he would pull Virginia out of the Regional Greenhouse Gas Ini-

tiative, a multistate effort to cap carbon emissions from power plants. 

The question is: Does anybody care? Why has Youngkin faced so little 
resistance, especially from young people like us, who will live to see the 
worst impacts of the changing climate?

The answer has to do with what kids are taught—or not taught—in 
school.

First, we must recognize Virginia is not spared from the impacts of 
climate change. In the commonwealth, temperatures are expected to rise 
4 to 13 degrees Fahrenheit in the next century.

Increasing temperatures raise concerns for sea level rise in coastal 
areas, such as the Chesapeake Bay. This impacts watersheds and water 
systems that are essential to Virginia’s economy and well-being. The 
bay is one of the most vulnerable regions of the United States and it 
already has suffered the effects of pollution, rising water temperatures 
and overfishing.

If we have all this data on climate change, why do people still question 
its validity? The key is education. We must educate kids about climate 
change so they can protect Virginia against the greatest crisis of our 
generation.

But our state is failing at this important task. According to “Making 
the Grade?”—a 2020 study conducted by the National Center for Science 



11•  

Education—Virginia was one of six states that received an “F” grade for 
its public school curricula on climate change.

This is not just a matter of sharing high-level statistics with children. 
Environmental science is a complicated topic that requires a continu-
ing progression of learning, just like any other subject at school. This 
must start at the elementary school level, where students can learn about 
environmental stewardship and basic Earth science. Essential topics like 
environmental racism should be taught later in a student’s education.

As students in Fairfax County, we remember learning about the water 
cycle and the need to recycle. But it wasn’t until freshman year of high 
school when the words “climate change” even were mentioned in school. 
The concepts we learned were vague and we were fed a shallow, incomplete 
explanation of climate issues.

We were not taught about the impact of our actions and how we are 
facing urgent threats to human health, the economy and our future 
well-being. Most importantly, we never learned what we can do to make 
a difference.

The good news is we don’t need to start from scratch. Virginia can look 
to schools in New Jersey, California or New York for inspiration and 
encouragement to up our game on climate education. We can advocate 
for House Bill 362, which would require climate change instruction 
in Virginia public schools. We can adopt the Next Generation Science 
Standards, a nationwide climate change effort sponsored by 26 states.

Most importantly, we have to teach our children to care about the issue. 
By having climate education integrated into schools, we can guarantee 
our future leaders are held accountable to take action against a changing 
climate.

To Fight Climate Change, Education Is Key
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How to Help Communities Step Back 
From the Coast as Sea Levels Rise

Jeff Peterson

Originally published April 8, 2022 in The Hill

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
recently released a discouraging new assessment of sea-level rise along 

the American coast. Press reports focused on the near-term estimates of 
up to 2 feet of sea-level rise by 2050. Hundreds of thousands of homes 
and parts of hundreds of communities will be permanently inundated. 
The message is that devastating sea-level rise is not just our children’s 
problem; it is right around the corner.

Less noticed was NOAA’s expanded analysis of sea-level rise, not just 
to 2100, but out to 2150. NOAA reports that coastal communities will 
experience sea-level rise of up to 4 feet by 2100 under an “intermediate” 
scenario and over seven feet by 2150.

International success in limiting warming will slow the rate of sea-
level rise but the oceans will keep rising for centuries. This means our 
grandchildren must learn to live with a shoreline that is farther inland 
than the one we have known for centuries.

These new insights pose a conundrum. On one hand, the country needs to 
act now to meet the near-term threat. Today, the accepted response strategy is to 
hold the shoreline right where it is by building seawalls or adding sand to beaches.

On the other hand, sea-level rise is coming at a scale that will eventually 
defeat such interim protection measures. In most places, a durable solution 
requires stepping back from the coast, gradually relocating homes and 
other assets to make room for the ocean.

Even the Army Corps of Engineers, with a long history of building 
coastal protection structures, concluded “human systems may have to 
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relocate in a responsible manner to sustain their economic viability and 
social resilience.”

Both approaches are expensive and require massive federal funding. 
Should taxpayers be asked to pay for expensive coastal protections struc-
tures that just interim solutions? Relocation may be inevitable, but it is 
disruptive to people’s lives and unpopular. When can modest investments 
in protection structures reasonably buy some time?

Today, most federal investments in coastal flood resilience are for pro-
tection structures. Relocation tools and programs are not well defined or 
funded.  It is time for the federal government to provide the leadership 
needed to help state and local officials with these hard choices.

What would a national strategy for coastal flood resilience that addresses 
both structural protection and relocation look like? The Coastal Food 
Resilience Project, a network of nonprofit organizations, recently pub-
lished a white paper describing a framework for advancing the relocation 
side of the coastal flood resilience equation.

A key part of the proposed approach is to steer new development away 
from sea-level rise risk areas. New development in these areas makes 
the future relocation challenge more difficult and costly. The federal 
government should “preemptively” relocate new development from risk 
areas using policies such as declining to provide federal flood insurance 
for such development and setting a good example by directing federal 
agencies to avoid funding new development in flood or sea-level rise risk 
areas whenever possible.

Another key step is to significantly expand existing resources to buy 
properties in sea-level rise risk areas from willing sellers. These buyouts 
should be limited to properties where a buyout is in the government’s 
long-term financial interest (i.e., it is cheaper to buy a property now 
than to pay future flood insurance losses and likely disaster assistance). 
This will gradually reduce the density of structures in these areas, making 
eventual relocation less daunting.

States need to help set the direction for coastal flood resilience and the 
federal government needs to provide the resources states need to develop 
and implement coastal flood response plans. States can also help local 
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governments evaluate the pros and cons of structural protection measures 
and relocation. Without leadership from states, some local governments 
might not consider relocation options or adopt strategies that are coor-
dinated with those of neighboring communities.

States can also help protect the interests of low-income people and 
ensure that beaches and wetlands are allowed to migrate inland as seas rise.

Finally, although the federal government provides significant funding 
for local structural protection projects it does not have a standing program 
that a coastal community can apply to for funds to begin a gradual relo-
cation process. Such a new program could include a neighborhood-scale 
buyout program for risky properties, help to shift community infrastruc-
ture to higher ground, and support efforts to move housing, economic 
development, and community services to safer areas. The federal gov-
ernment can’t afford to relocate all coastal communities, but there are 
national benefits to assisting communities that ask for help including 
sustaining cultural identity, avoiding the chaos of unplanned retreat and 
stabilizing housing markets.

Coastal communities and property owners face hard choices: whether 
to try to hold back the rising ocean and when to move to higher ground. 
Nothing can prevent this transition from being expensive and disruptive, 
but leadership from the federal government can help minimize damage 
and costs and create a coast that our grandchildren can be proud of. 

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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Six Ways States Could Help Cities and 
Towns Implement Climate Solutions

Elizabeth Sawin

Originally published March 2, 2022 in American City & County

Cities, towns and regions are creating jobs, improving health and 
making communities more livable. Many of them are doing so as 

part of their strategy to address climate change. This is an approach called 
“multisolving,” and examples of it are becoming more common.

Case in point: Home weatherization programs reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions and provide good jobs. They also save money for residents. A 
program in Nashville, Tenn., cut residents’ utility bills by 25 percent. 
And well-insulated homes are more resilient, staying comfortable longer 
in power outages.

Also, 19 states now have pilot programs to scale up electric school buses, 
which produce less pollution. They also help clear the air, a health win 
for children. Their batteries bolster the electric grid and serve as mobile 
electricity sources during outages.

Solar power installations provide communities with both clean energy 
and economic opportunity. These installations can be paired with other 
enterprises. Crops can grow in the partial shade of the panels and ani-
mals can be pastured around them. Such agri-voltaic projects conserve 
water, provide habitat and boost the agricultural economy. A project in 
California covers canals with solar panels, generating clean energy while 
conserving water by preventing evaporation.

Despite its promise, cities, regions and utilities face obstacles in tapping 
the power of multisolving. They have limited budgets. Jurisdictional and 
municipal boundaries can get in the way of synergistic solutions. Heavy 
workloads prevent leaders from connecting across sectors or municipalities.
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Fortunately, state governments can help. Here are six ways states can 
help boost multisolving in their communities.

Integrate non-climate goals in state climate action
A state can lead its cities and towns by example. Can every climate project pro-
vide other benefits? Reduced GHGs or improved resilience are a given. What 
else can proposed projects deliver? Health? Equity? Community well-being?

Not all climate plans are equal when it comes to health and other 
benefits. A study on transportation in London provides a good example. 
Two transportation plans offered similar CO2 reductions. But investment 
in walkability would have prevented an additional 500 premature deaths 
per million people compared to a plan for more efficient vehicles. To 
identify the biggest multisolving opportunities, decision makers need to 
evaluate a range of benefits including:

• improved air quality

• more access to daily physical activity

• improved well-being from shorter commutes, more greenspace, 
and other amenities

• better jobs in marginalized communities

• resilience to flooding, heatwaves, and power outages.

Include climate considerations in all other projects
Start with the most pressing problems in the state. How might protecting 
the climate help address them?

Need to support small businesses? Help them cut their energy, water, 
and materials expenses with efficiency programs. Senior citizens struggling 
to meet their bills? Home weatherization can reduce the energy burden. 
Food security a challenge? Invest in ways to divert otherwise wasted food to 
hungry families. Or plant urban food forests that also build climate resilience.

Connect the climate change dots across agencies
A siloed state government cannot effectively support multisolving in 
cities and towns. To advance programs that help communities, bring 

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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together all the state-level health, transportation, jobs, climate and energy 
officials. Choose agency leaders based on their expertise and their skill 
at collaboration. Make delivering synergies part of every job description.

With multisolving, costs and benefits accrue in different domains. A 
weatherization project might be a cost to an energy department. But a 
reduced energy burden and healthier homes for residents could translate 
into savings for social service agencies. Without connections across agen-
cies these synergistic benefits might never be recognized.

Bring communities together to solve problems
Multisolving solutions don’t fit neatly within typical jurisdictions or city 
limits. For instance, restoration of upstream wetlands can be the least-cost 
solution to climate-change-exacerbated flooding downstream. Upstream 
and downstream communities could work together on solutions that 
benefit both. But such partnerships need nurturing and support. States 
can use their convening power to connect potential partners. They can 
use grants and other mechanisms to help facilitate collaborations.

Provide technical and financial assistance in the early stages
It’s hard to create what you haven’t imagined, and local officials don’t 
always have a full understanding of the array of possibilities. Multisolv-
ing trainings, perhaps coordinated by community colleges or university 
extension, can help bridge this gap.

Multisolving projects also have upfront costs. Modest amounts of 
funding can cover the time and expense of bringing together diverse 
stakeholders. It takes time to build trusting relationships. It takes time 
for health experts to learn about climate and energy and vice versa. Small 
grants to support early-stage scoping, visioning and pilot projects can 
pay off with multisolving wins.

Support the involvement of community members
Robust community involvement ensures that burdens and benefits are 
shared in a just way. It guards against unanticipated side-effects and 
helps avoid slowdowns or opposition later in the process. But cultivat-
ing such participation requires resources. Community members might 
need training to understand technical details. They might need childcare, 
transportation or stipends to enable participation. State-wide programs 
could facilitate this critical involvement.

Six Ways States Could Help Cities and Towns Implement Climate Solutions
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Today, many opportunities remain overlooked, but state leaders can 
help create the conditions for more multisolving. Small investments can 
unlock big wins in climate, health, equity and well-being.

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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The Coming Crisis Along 
the Colorado River

Daniel Rothberg

Originally published August 4, 2022 in The New York Times

I t’s past time to get real about the Southwest’s hardest-working river.

About 40 million people rely on the Colorado River as it flows from 
Colorado to Mexico. But overuse and climate change have contributed to 
its reservoirs drying up at such a rapid rate that the probability of disas-
trous disruptions to the deliveries of water and hydroelectric power across 
the Southwest have become increasingly likely. Now the seven states that 
depend on the river must negotiate major cuts in water use by mid-August 
or have them imposed by the federal government.

Those cuts are merely the beginning as the region struggles to adapt to 
an increasingly arid West. The rules for operating the river’s shrinking res-
ervoirs expire in 2026, and those seven states must forge a new agreement 
on water use for farmers, businesses and cities.

What’s worse, all of this is happening in a region that is one of the fast-
est growing in the United States, even as the signs of an impending crisis 
become more pronounced. Outside of Las Vegas, Lake Mead, the nation’s 
largest reservoir by volume, fed by the Colorado and three smaller tributaries, 
is nearly three-quarters empty and at its lowest level since April 1937, when 
it was first being filled. The 22-year downward trend is “a stark illustration of 
climate change and a long-term drought that may be the worst in the U.S. 
West in 12 centuries,” according to NASA’s Earth Observatory program.

A century of agreements, contracts and contingencies known as the Law 
of the River are meant to settle who gets water in times of scarcity. But this 
framework overestimates the availability of water; the legal rights to water 
held by the river’s users exceed the amount that typically flows into it. The 
law is also untested in key areas—for instance, the exact terms by which 
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states along the upper reaches of the river must send water downriver for 
the states there to get their full allocation. All of this has created a great 
deal of uncertainty, and it’s hard to say how the federal government will 
go about reducing water allotments, if it comes to that.

As a result, the Colorado River is hurtling toward a social, political and 
environmental crisis at a pace that surpasses the Law of the River’s ability to 
prevent it. In a world of less water, everyone who uses the river must adjust.

Inevitably, every water user, from large irrigation districts to sprawling 
cities, has an argument for why it should not be cut. Arizona and Califor-
nia, which draw most of the water from Lake Mead, along with Nevada, 
make up the Lower Colorado River Basin. Their interpretation of the rules 
differs from how the Upper Basin states of Colorado, New Mexico, Utah 
and Wyoming see it. Together, those Upper Basin states use less water than 
their allotments allow but are eyeing more. The onus of any cuts, they argue, 
should fall on the downstream states. But federal officials have made clear 
they expect all states and users to compensate for the shortage.

Significant cuts in water allocations will require sharp reductions in water 
use through conservation and other efficiencies and a significant investment 
in infrastructure. This will look far different from the canals and dams 
of the 20th century. This new approach will involve strategies to reduce 
water use, by converting lawns to desert landscape, for instance, improving 
water delivery systems and reconsidering which crops to grow in an arid 
environment. So-called augmentation projects, such as desalination plants 
and indoor recycling projects, are being studied. But they are years away.

Agriculture uses about 70 to 80 percent of the water. As the Southern 
Nevada Water Authority’s John Entsminger recently said, “you can evac-
uate Denver, Salt Lake City, Albuquerque, Las Vegas, Phoenix and Los 
Angeles and still not have counted up enough water” to meet the needed 
reductions. But asking farmers to idle fields, apply more efficient irriga-
tion practices or switch crops often comes with cascading consequences 
that are not just economic. They are social and political, costs absorbed 
by whole communities. For the Imperial Irrigation District in Southern 
California, the river’s largest user, for instance, using less water means less 
runoff flowing to the hyper-salty Salton Sea, where exposed shorelines are 
a source of windblown toxic dust.

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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It is easy to point a finger at agriculture’s outsize cumulative use, but 
growing food requires a lot of water. Entire communities have formed 
around the promise of water. Future plans must include comprehensive 
investments to ease consequences of asking irrigators to use less.

Reliant on the Colorado River with ambitions to grow, cities in the 
basin must share in the pain. It is inequitable to expect the agricultural 
sector to take painful cuts even as some states envision unrealistic futures 
in which additional water can be diverted for growing populations. Cities 
must adapt, and there are proven models for doing this.

The Las Vegas metro area, for example, has managed to stretch out its 
small 1.8 percent of the river through recycling and removing enough turf 
to circle the globe, saving billions of gallons of water in the process. It has 
actually grown while reducing its Colorado River consumption over the 
past two decades. Other cities can learn from Las Vegas’s example. Outdoor 
irrigation is a large driver of water consumption, yet decorative, water-guz-
zling grass in medians and along roads—with no practical purpose—dots 
the Southwest. Investing in recycling and turf conversion can allow water 
managers to stretch out their water supplies.

But matching the current supply with demand won’t be enough to 
correct the flaws in the rules that govern the river’s water. In addition to 
overestimating supply, the Law of the River is riddled with injustices and 
has historically ignored the interests of Indigenous communities and the 
environment.

During a recent conference in Boulder, Colo., the National Audubon 
Society’s Jennifer Pitt said that the river’s framework “may be no longer 
functioning today for those who have water rights, but for those stakehold-
ers and interests who never were included, starting with the compact, it 
has never worked.” Thirty Native American tribes in the Colorado River 
Basin hold priority rights to more than one-fifth of the river, yet many of 
their communities lack access to that water. And because the agreements 
governing the river prioritize the maximum use of water (and then some), 
so much water is removed that the river rarely reaches the once-biodiverse 
delta where it should empty into the Gulf of California in Mexico.

Ms. Pitt, the head of Audubon’s Colorado River Project, and other experts 
at the conference said it is imperative to plan for not just a river where supply 

The Coming Crisis Along the Colorado River



 •  22

meets demand but to go one step further—to conserve even more water 
and move away from living on the “razor’s edge,” where crisis management 
trumps any other value.

It took a web of policies to build the system we have today, and it will 
take a web of guidelines, investments and coordination to reframe our 
relationship with the river. If “developing” the West was once an imposition 
of brute will, bolstered by unrealistic water forecasts, today’s work is just 
the opposite: a reality check about our climate and our need to make do 
with less water.

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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Mitigating Climate Change 
Begins in Small Towns

L. Michelle Moore

Originally published September 28, 2022 in The Progressive

September is National Preparedness Month, but we hardly need the 
reminder to be prepared for natural disasters this year. Droughts, fires, 

floods, scorching heat and scouring rain—and along with them property 
damage, lost crops and rising energy insecurity—are just a few of this 
summer’s unrelenting reminders that we need to strengthen rural resilience. 

Our energy system is an important place to start, and the passage of the 
Inflation Reduction Act gives us the tools we need to do just that. In fact, 
it marks the first major investment the federal government has made in 
rural electric power in nearly one hundred years. As the national conver-
sation shifts to how to implement its many provisions, how can hard-hit 
rural communities make sure the opportunities don’t pass them by?

Implementation is urgent. If you live and work close to the land, the 
impacts of climate change are particularly acute. A recent survey by the 
American Farm Bureau Federation noted that 37 percent of farmers have 
been forced to kill their own crops by tilling them back into the ground 
because it’s too dry for plants to mature. In Texas, where more than half 
of the state is in extreme drought, ranchers are selling off their cattle by 
the thousands as pasturelands dry up.

Droughts impact energy as well as agriculture. Less rain means less 
hydropower in western states like California, Washington and Idaho 
that depend on water as a resource for generating electricity. When the 
rain does come, it comes in flash floods, like those that recently afflicted 
Kentucky and parts of Utah and New Mexico.

Extreme weather also means longer, more frequent power failures. The 
United States already experiences more outages than any other developed 
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country, and blackouts have increased by more than 60 percent since 
2015. Rural households are not only more susceptible to long-duration 
power outages caused by weather and an aging grid, they have also been 
hit the hardest by rising fuel costs. Inflation, combined with long drives 
to work and school, add up to about $900 more per household for gas 
and diesel and about 33 percent less disposable income than last year.

What can we do to secure small town communities against enormous, 
converging threats like aging infrastructure, high fuel costs and a chang-
ing climate? 

Investing in resilience can reduce vulnerabilities and mitigate the 
damage from extreme weather, making it easier to bounce back after the 
threat has passed. Resilience-focused technologies including microgrids, 
energy storage and solar panels also increase local self-reliance, making 
rural families and businesses less dependent on help that has to come 
from far away.

Let’s take a look at how resilience can work. Confronting heat and 
drought, agrovoltaic solar installations use solar panels to shield crops 
from intense sun and excessive evaporation, preserving crops even when 
the temperature climbs. Generating your own solar energy also cuts your 
utility bills. Complementing local solar with energy storage, connected 
through a microgrid, keeps the lights on even when the grid goes down. 
Finally, using local energy to charge EV cars and trucks reduces fuel costs. 
Add in energy efficiency to make homes and businesses easier to heat 
and cool, and you’re also putting money back in people’s pockets while 
making them more secure.

The Inflation Reduction Act includes rebates, tax incentives and grant 
programs that can help implement these climate resilient solutions and 
improve family finances, whether you’re in a red state or a blue state or 
somewhere in between. There are tens of thousands of dollars in rebates 
and tax credits available for home energy improvements like new air 
conditioners, electric heat pumps and insulation. Using these incentives 
to cut household utility bills is especially important for vulnerable rural 
communities that carry the highest energy burdens in America.

For farms, rural businesses and local economic development, there are 
expanded incentives for solar installations, USDA grant funding for energy 
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storage, and “Made in the USA” requirements attached to the legislation’s 
EV tax credits. As we all learned during the pandemic, keeping critical 
supply chains close to home is a part of resilience, too.

While Washington is delivering the investments we need, it will be up 
to local rural leaders to put those dollars to work building local resilience 
in a rapidly changing world. It’s time to roll up our sleeves and get some 
good stuff done for our hometowns.

Mitigating Climate Change Begins in Small Towns
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How to Electrify Everything, and Why
Larissa Johnson

Originally published October 12, 2022 in The Progressive

If you’re like most people, you probably only think about energy when 
filling up your car or paying a hefty electric bill. You probably don’t 

know that, since 1992, October has been designated “Energy Awareness 
Month.”

This October, we have several compelling reasons to think about the 
energy we depend on. For one, a global pandemic and the war in Ukraine 
have sent costs soaring. And climate change, a result of the burning of 
fossil fuels, is taking an ever-greater toll in wildfires, hurricanes, floods 
and deadly heat waves. 

But we are not helpless in the face of these challenges. One of the most 
powerful steps we can take—as individuals and as a nation—is to electrify 
everything. That means replacing gas-and oil-burning appliances and 
vehicles with electric ones, powered by renewable energy. The potential 
benefits are huge: cleaner air indoors and out, lower monthly bills and a 
major reduction in climate-change-causing greenhouse gasses. 

There are four ways you can electrify, right now.

Electrify your ride: Making the switch from a gas-powered car to 
an electric vehicle is a great way to save on gas and pollute less, while 
this may not be an option for you, you can limit how many days you 
use your car—the less you drive, the less wear and tear on your vehicle, 
which means it will last longer and you won’t have to replace it so soon.

Electrify your home: Save money and reduce emissions by replacing 
fossil fuel-powered systems with electric ones. Heat pumps are an ideal, 
energy-efficient alternative to gas furnaces, boilers and air conditioners. 
Efficient electric water heaters are also an option worth exploring.  
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Electrify your kitchen: Consider making the switch from gas to 
induction cooking. If not to go green, the fact that gas stoves emit asth-
ma-inducing nitrogen dioxide may convince you. Homes with gas stoves 
can contain up to 400 percent higher concentrations of NO2 (nitrogen 
dioxide) than homes with electric stoves. Induction stoves are faster, more 
efficient and better for your family’s health than traditional gas models. 

Electrify your lawn: Beyond the loud noises they generate, a typical 
gas-powered leaf blower emits more pollutants than a 6,200-pound truck. 
If raking isn’t an option, making the switch to electric leaf blowers is 
worthwhile—they’re clean, emit no pollutants, make much less noise 
and require less maintenance than gas-powered blowers.  

Of course, money is tight for many right now and you may not have 
the cash to make these upgrades. Fortunately, the Inflation Reduction 
Act (IRA), signed into law by President Joe Biden, authorizes roughly 
$369 billion in spending on energy and climate change. In addition to 
boosting funding for clean energy production, the IRA offers consumer 
subsidies for energy efficiency and residential electrification. Rewiring 
America created a Savings Calculator to help renters and homeowners 
alike find out how much they could save by making upgrades. 

For households with lower incomes, 100 percent of appliance and 
installation costs are discounted at purchase, meaning you could install 
efficient electric appliances at no cost to you. 

This year, during Energy Awareness Month, it’s time to make more 
honest assessments about the energy sources that power our lives. And 
it’s time to take action—by making the switch to a form of energy that’s 
cleaner, greener and easier on our wallets.

How to Electrify Everything, and Why
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Expanding Mass Transit Is The Best 
Way to Limit Gas Price Pain and 
Respond to the Climate Emergency

Carolina Martinez

Originally published October 21, 2022 in The San Diego Union-Tribune

After gas prices reached $6 per gallon in May, many of us started 
considering alternative ways to get around. Public transit is the 

obvious choice, but San Diego’s transit system leaves much to be 
desired. Led by the San Diego Transportation Equity Working Group, 
residents at the front lines of the climate crisis in Barrio Logan, City 
Heights and National Cit, identified 10 priority actions that will 
deliver the transit system we need—10 “Transit Lifelines.” The San 
Diego Transportation Equity Working Group was established in 2018 
by the nonprofit organizations City Heights Community Develop-
ment Corp., Environmental Health Coalition, Mid-City CAN and 
San Diego 350 to elevate transportation and environmental justice 
in South San Diego.

One member of our group, Roddy Jerome, echoed a common sentiment 
when he said, “I’ve always been a bus rider and it takes a long time to 
get anywhere.” At one point, Jerome spent four hours a day commuting 
from his home in San Ysidro to his job in Ocean Beach, where he worked 
12-hour shifts.

Jerome is not alone. Seventy percent of jobs in the country’s large met-
ropolitan areas, like San Diego, are unreachable by any form of public 
transportation. For people like Jerome, who depend on buses to get 
around, the toll is obvious: long days and missed opportunities.

It’s less obvious that the lack of reliable transit hurts all of us—even 
those who don’t ride the bus. Lacking convenient alternatives, San 
Diegans depend on cars for most trips. The result? A climate crisis, air 
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pollution and congested streets and freeways. The costs—in lives, health 
and resources—are real.

Our transportation system is a major contributor to climate change. 
Here in California, the transportation sector accounts for more than 40 
percent of greenhouse gas emissions. Today, we are seeing the effects, in the 
deadly heat waves smothering the West, the ongoing and historic drought, 
a record number of wildfires and the ever-present threat of rolling blackouts.

Our car-centric transportation system is a drag on the economy. The 
health costs of climate change already top $800 billion per year in the 
U.S. Then there is the growing cost of destruction from weather and cli-
mate-related disasters—wildfires, drought, floods—which hit $95 billion 
nationally in 2020. These costs are borne by all of us.

The lack of transit is a drain on family finances as well. Even before 
the current spike in gas prices, San Diego-area households spent almost 
14 percent of their budgets on transportation, and more than 90 percent 
of that goes to buying and maintaining private vehicles. The American 
Public Transportation Association estimates that families in our area could 
save about $930 a month—$11,200 per year—by using transit instead. 
Those savings could go a long way toward helping struggling families and 
securing a better future for our kids.

But people will not use transit if it is not reliable, convenient and 
safe. As long as most jobs remain inaccessible by public transportation, 
we will continue to rely on cars—at great personal, social, health and 
environmental cost.

With record high gas prices hurting our wallets and the state’s economy, 
now is the time to make real change and ramp up our investment in clean, 
affordable, efficient public transit.

Investments in transit pays off—in consumer savings, economic activity, 
reduced pollution and more. For example, a 2019 analysis found that 
every dollar spent on the San Diego Metropolitan Transit System yielded 
$2.82 in economic value.

We must spend our investment wisely. Identified by South Bay resi-
dents in the San Diego Transportation Equity Working Group, the 10 

Expanding Mass Transit to Limit Gas Price Pain and Respond to the Climate
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Transit Lifelines reflect a vision to advance affordable and frequent transit 
solutions that will benefit all San Diegans.

They are:

1. Prioritize environmental justice.

2. Provide bus service every 10 minutes around the clock on the 
busiest routes.

3. Offer permanent no-cost transit for all youth, ages 24 and under.

4. Ensure a 24-hour Express Blue Line.

5. Guarantee 24-hour transit service.

6. Fund and construct the South Bay to Sorrento Valley trolley 
line.

7. Mandate an all-electric bus fleet by 2030.

8. Protect low-income communities from gentrification.

9. Supply public restrooms at all major transit stations.

10. Ensure the transit system is ready to evacuate residents to safety 
during emergencies.

In this time of soaring gas and food prices, public transit is a lifeline. 
It can protect our pocketbook and the planet. By investing in convenient, 
reliable transit, we can insure a healthy, prosperous future for us all.

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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To Combat Climate Anxiety, College 
Students Are Taking Matters Into 

Their Own Hands—Literally
Mackenzie Feldman and Sheina Crystal

Originally published July 20, 2022 on usnews.com

Charlene Duong was in her second year at Brandeis University when 
she became aware of the widespread use of toxic, synthetic pesti-

cides on her campus. Shocked but not surprised, she knew she had to 
do something about it. Along with a couple classmates, Charlene did 
a quick Google search and discovered a small but growing movement 
spearheaded by our organization, Herbicide-Free Campus, to rid college 
campuses of synthetic herbicides. They were intrigued.

Like many, Charlene experiences climate anxiety—a chronic fear of 
environmental doom—and was, at the time, looking for an outlet. When 
she discovered the HFC movement, she says she felt she “had found a 
specific area to focus on that still fit into the larger picture of fighting for 
a healthier, safer, cleaner environment for all.”

Charlene learned that toxic herbicide use in collegiate land care is not 
new or unique. Most institutions of higher education rely on chemi-
cals such as synthetic pesticides and fertilizers to achieve aesthetic goals. 
Having a “beautiful” campus means green and perfectly manicured quads, 
as well as flower beds and sidewalk cracks free of weeds. But these con-
ventionally managed, heavily manicured campuses can come at a cost: 
increased cancer risk, contaminated waterways, poisoned wildlife and 
lifeless soil.

Pesticide use on college campuses also contributes to our global climate 
crisis. Although not traditionally part of the climate change conversa-
tion, the use of chemicals to get rid of insects or unwanted plant life 
can increase scope 3 emissions (indirect emissions), as they can include 
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petroleum-based ingredients. Pesticide use also reduces the microbial life 
in soil, hampering the ability of soils to sequester carbon or retain water 
and thus reducing campuses’ resilience to climate-related extreme weather 
events like droughts and floods.

Charlene and her classmates started an Herbicide-Free Campus cam-
paign at Brandeis, joining campaigns at other institutions including the 
University of California–Berkeley, Grinnell College, Emory University, 
Sarah Lawrence College and Indiana University–Bloomington in the 
youth-led national movement for safer, more sustainable land care.

Some of the campuses with active student campaigns already have made 
the leap to organic land care, ditching synthetic pesticides. In 2018, UC 
Berkeley began going organic, and now synthetic pesticides are only used 
in urgent situations. The UC Berkeley campaign also worked successfully 
to get the entire UC system to restrict the use of glyphosate, a popular 
herbicide and a probable carcinogen as determined by the World Health 
Organization’s International Agency for Research on Cancer.

In lieu of toxic chemicals, students working with Herbicide-Free 
Campus help out with weeding the campus grounds.

“It has been so good for my mental health to get outdoors and weed 
alongside like-minded students and the grounds team,” Charlene says. 

“Spending time outside with my hands in the dirt helps take my mind off 
of immediate pressing concerns like classes, homework and midterms (or) 
finals, while also allowing an outlet for existential issues like climate change.

“This work reminds me to be in the present moment as I play my role 
in reducing toxin use and keeping my campus safe and healthy.”

The herbicide-free movement is also challenging the ideal of the man-
icured lawn. Last year, students at Grinnell College conducted their first 
of multiple native prairie grass restoration projects on a previously her-
bicide-laden area in the middle of campus.

“The project was challenging because many stakeholders didn’t believe 
we would be successful without using toxic chemicals,” says Jacy High-
barger, a graduate from Herbicide-Free Campus’ fellowship program. 
But “we did our research and used tools instead of chemicals to remove 

Section I: Climate adaptation, climate justice
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the existing grass and replace it with native grasses. It was so rewarding 
to see this project come to fruition.”

Like Charlene, Jacy experiences climate-related anxiety and got involved 
in the movement for organic land care to feel like she was “not just sitting 
idly by.” The prairie grass restoration projects, she says, “made me feel 
empowered in climate solutions.”

Schools like Seattle University, Harvard University, Willamette Uni-
versity, Cascadia College and the University of Washington Bothell have 
been largely to completely herbicide-free for years. A recent report by 
HFC shows that by ditching synthetic pesticides and transitioning to 
organic land care practices—such as aeration, using native plants, apply-
ing compost and compost tea, and overseeding—these schools have seen 
numerous benefits.

Harvard, for example, has seen its irrigation needs drop by 30%, while 
Cascadia College and UW Bothell—located on a shared campus in Bothell, 
Washington—now spend a tenth of the amount on their organic lawns 
as they once did on conventional lawns. Willamette University in Salem, 
Oregon, is saving approximately $2,000 a year by managing its landscape 
organically. Many schools have seen an increase in soil microbes—an 
indication that the soil is much healthier– with UC Berkeley seeing a 
more than twentyfold increase.

Charlene and Jacy are not alone. Around the country, college students 
are learning about extreme weather events and the biodiversity crisis 
in class, and deciding to take matters into their own hands to combat 
climate change, ditch pesticides and promote planetary health in their 
communities.

Our movement has a pretty lofty goal: seeing every campus go organic 
by 2030. And college campuses are just the beginning. With students like 
Jacy who have been involved in the movement graduating and entering the 
world knowledgeable about the ways in which toxins negatively impact 
human health and the environment, the movement for herbicide-free 
campuses will ripple outward into communities, spurring a systemic 
shift to a toxin-free world.

© 2022 U.S. News & World Report, L.P. Used with permission.

To Combat Climate Anxiety, Students take Matters Into Their Own Hands
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Reckoning and Repair 
in America’s Cities

Liz Ogbu

Originally published February 15, 2022 on usnews.com

We have always been set aside like a(n) island. A no man’s island.”

That’s how Derrald, a longtime resident and activist living in 
San Francisco’s Bayview-Hunters Point, describes his neighborhood. His 
historically working-class Black community, which has hosted much of 
the city’s industrial base—from a power station to a sewage treatment 
plant—has experienced decades of isolation and disinvestment. Resi-
dents of Bayview-Hunters Point had a pre-pandemic median household 
income of just over $65,000, in a city where the median home price is 
about $1.5 million.

The history of racism and exclusion is etched into the maps of our 
cities—determining which neighborhoods get power plants and which 
get parks, and creating no man’s lands in places like Bayview-Hunters 
Point. But today, some communities are working to repair those deep-
seated wounds. Block by block, neighborhood by neighborhood, they 
are assessing the impact of the past while undertaking much-needed 
reckoning and repair.

I find myself thinking of reckoning and repair as we partake in the 
annual ritual of Black History Month. For days, we will hear tributes 
to the creative brilliance of Maya Angelou and the innovative genius 
of Madam C.J. Walker. Meanwhile, concepts like critical race theory 
are being used as political boogeymen and debates rage over teaching 
children about slavery.

The bitter irony of this juxtaposition is that we’re asked to selectively 
remember this country’s past, to choose only the good bits and discard 
the rest. Forgetting that which is uncomfortable can feel enticing in these 
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times, when so much about who we are and how we live feels broken. But 
as activist and writer Charlene Carruthers has said, incomplete stories 
lead to incomplete solutions. When we don’t share the entirety of who 
we are and where we have been, we will never fully heal. And the truth 
is, there are a lot of communities around the country that pay the cost 
of that incompleteness.

Neighborhoods like Derrald’s are the often-overlooked monuments 
to our unresolved racial reckoning. In many cases, these are low-income 
communities of color with less access to resources like good transportation, 
schools, housing and financial capital. Imagine what it might feel like 
to think of your neighborhood—the place you call home—as physically, 
socially and financially cut off from resources key to your well-being and 
quality of life. Now imagine that separation is due to the color of your 
skin, the wealth of your parents, the place of your birth, or any identity 
that might make you and your neighbors “different.” There are some that 
would like to see Derrald’s story as a product of individual—rather than 
societal—failure. But his story is an example of a system that is working 
exactly as designed.

Space has often been used in this country as a system of control and 
exclusion. The American landscape is physically shaped by historical 
injustices dating back to its earliest days as a country, when land was 
stolen from and used to warehouse Indigenous people and plantations 
were platforms for the enslavement and dehumanization of Black people. 
In the 1950s, 60s and 70s, space (and the policies shaping it) became a 
tool to physically enforce racist ideology in the face of legal decisions and 
laws intended to protect civil rights. Central to this was “urban renewal,” 
a large-scale process in which neighborhoods were cleared of people and 
buildings for the purpose of allegedly beneficial development. Frequently 
justified as “slum clearance,” urban renewal often conveniently targeted 
communities of color, particularly vibrant Black communities.

Those displaced had few places to go: Nearly 90% of the low-income 
housing destroyed by urban renewal reportedly was not replaced. Inad-
equate compensation was often a problem. Those who sought to buy a 
home elsewhere had to deal with redlining, in which predominantly Black 
neighborhoods were marked as high-risk, making it almost impossible 
to get a federally backed mortgage for homes in those areas. And renters 
of color faced widespread discrimination.
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More recently, we have seen cycles of displacement and place-based 
harm tied to the 2008 mortgage crisis, the current climate emergency, 
the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing gentrification—all of which have 
disproportionately impacted communities of color and the poor.

Space has been intimately connected to racialized harm, so it must 
be part of the conversation on how we heal. For as long as we continue 
to be selectively harmed and separated by race, the promissory note of 
justice and equality that Martin Luther King Jr. so eloquently described 
will remain unfulfilled.

Some communities are working to fulfill that promise by leaning 
into the question, “What could repair look like?” Often driven by 
community members who have experienced harm, these efforts are 
assessing the impact of the past while undertaking reckoning and repair 
at a collective and place-based level. For example, in Charlottesville, 
Virginia, I’ve been working with the residents of Friendship Court—an 
affordable housing complex that’s home to 150 families—and their 
nonprofit partner, Piedmont Housing Alliance, to create a vision for a 
new model of housing.

While Charlottesville gained notoriety during the 2017 white suprem-
acist incursion, the wounds of racial harm began long before. Decades 
earlier, urban renewal destroyed Vinegar Hill, the city’s most vibrant Black 
neighborhood. This led to the displacement of many people and stories, 
and created concentrated zones of racial poverty like Friendship Court. 
Located on sunken land and fenced on three sides, Friendship Court 
evokes feelings of isolation. For residents, social and economic isolation 
mirrors the physical: Charlottesville has some of the worst income mobility 
and educational gaps in the country. As one resident told me, “If you’re 
born poor in Charlottesville, you die poor in Charlottesville.”

With all this in mind, those working to redevelop Friendship Court 
are seeking to break the link between race, geography and life outcomes. 
An advisory committee made up primarily of residents has driven the 
vision: a zero-displacement plan for a mixed-income neighborhood 
with amenities like a city park and an early childhood learning center. 
More importantly, they are looking beyond housing to create systems 
and programs that share power, foster cultural belonging and well-being, 
and leverage the land and development to seed generational wealth. It 
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is a slow and emotional process, but the residents of Friendship Court 
are accounting for and reckoning with the past and the present. They 
are investing hope that this project not only brings healing, but an 
opportunity for their families to thrive. Though sometimes overlooked, 
thriving is also essential to repair.

In Tulsa, Oklahoma, it’s not a housing complex but an entire district 
that is in need of repair. Many became aware of Greenwood, the iconic 

“Black Wall Street,” and the horrors of the Tulsa Race Massacre through 
the popular HBO series Watchmen and coverage of the massacre’s 100th 
anniversary last May.

What’s less discussed is that in the aftermath of the massacre, Green-
wood residents rebuilt many of their homes and businesses. They did 
so with little or no assistance from the local government or insurance 
companies and despite active attempts to prevent the district’s rehabili-
tation. The community was resilient, and “Black Wall Street” as we have 
come to know it really came into being with the rebuilt Greenwood. But 
the neighborhood ultimately became a victim of urban renewal with 
freeway construction that was completed in the 1970s. As one writer 
has astutely noted, “What the city could not steal in 1921, it system-
ically paved over 50 years later.” And as in many other communities, 
racial segregation and discriminatory policies contributed to a legacy 
of lower quality of life and fewer opportunities for those displaced or 
impacted by this destruction.

Tulsa has made progress toward reckoning and repair. The 11-member 
Tulsa Race Riot Commission, created by lawmakers and tasked with 
developing a historical record of the 1921 massacre, declared in its 2001 
report that reparations to the historic Greenwood community would 
greatly aid in addressing past harms. And in 2015, the 1921 Tulsa Race 
Massacre Centennial Commission was established to build on the work 
of the previous group and develop platforms for sharing the stories of 
past harm and creating opportunities for physical and economic repair. 
After the original commission’s report, state lawmakers passed legislation 
that, among other things, acknowledged the “conspiracy of silence” sur-
rounding the horrific event; the massacre is also required to be taught 
in schools, and recent efforts are aimed at ensuring it’s actually part of 
classroom learning. (Though as a sign of a reckoning that’s incomplete, 
Oklahoma Gov. Kevin Stitt signed a law designed to ban the teaching of 
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critical race theory in public schools just a few weeks before the massacre’s 
100th anniversary.)

Meanwhile, Tulsa’s Black community and others continue efforts to 
memorialize the massacre, obtain justice and catalyze repair. Several initia-
tives aim to revitalize Greenwood and neighboring North Tulsa, including 
the city’s Kirkpatrick Heights/Greenwood Master Plan process, which 
has an explicit mission to incorporate ideas of repair into its work, and 
Greenwood Rising, a museum and center dedicated to telling the history 
of Greenwood. Some efforts have generated mixed reactions amid fears 
that investment will trigger gentrification and another cycle of displace-
ment. This is proof, perhaps, that repair is not just about investment, but 
about healing the emotional wounds of the past and creating safeguards 
to prevent cultural erasure and economic displacement from being inev-
itable outcomes of “revitalization.”

In Minneapolis, Minnesota, conversations about healing and repair 
followed the murder of George Floyd and its aftermath. That conversation 
is also happening in interesting ways in the other twin city, St. Paul. There, 
the interstate was built right through the heart of Rondo, yet another 
vibrant neighborhood that was once home to a majority of the city’s Black 
population. Indeed, the freeway project displaced one-seventh of the 
city’s Black residents. By erasing the commercial center and splitting the 
neighborhood in two, the impact wasn’t just on those who were forced 
to leave. Those who remained lost access to businesses, community and 
cultural institutions, and social connections.

For years, a number of former and current Rondo residents have come 
together to advocate for repair. (I served as a consultant to the residents 
and the Minnesota Department of Transportation in an early stage of their 
conversation around repair.) In 2015, the neighborhood’s residents received 
a formal apology from the state commissioner of transportation, Charlie 
Zelle, and former St. Paul Mayor Chris Coleman. Now, the group has for-
malized into ReConnect Rondo and is spearheading an effort to create a land 
bridge over the freeway. The land bridge plan is still under discussion and 
could be accompanied by amenities like housing, a park and businesses. It 
is intended to hark back to the central commercial corridor that the freeway 
erased, reconnecting the community and stimulating the local economy. 
However, as in Tulsa, some fear the project could spur gentrification and 
displacement—illustrating once more the complicated work of repair.
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We’re at a moment when the need for repair has never felt greater. Yet 
in spite of raging debates on race and justice, we’re also at a moment of 
great opportunity. Many communities are ready to look at the foun-
dation of hurt, and federal policy is also starting to change. The recent 
infrastructure bill signed into law earmarks $1 billion in grants to help 
reconnect neighborhoods torn apart by highways. And notably, some of 
Biden’s first acts as president were to sign executive orders that targeted 
racial equity and underserved communities. How these policies and laws 
will work in practice remains to be seen.

There is no simple answer to the question of how to heal the places we 
call home. But it is clear that we must account for the past, reckon with 
the arc of harm and benefit, and create a pathway to repair. Perhaps most 
importantly, repair requires us to hear—and honor—all of the stories 
held by our neighborhoods and cities.

If we don’t, it doesn’t matter how much goodwill we show up with—we 
are building on a foundation of broken promises and squelched dreams.

© 2022 U.S. News & World Report, L.P. Used with permission.
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Ditch Cars for Open—
and Equal—Streets

Alison Sant

Originally published April 19, 2022 on usnews.com

In my neighborhood in San Francisco’s Mission District, you can walk 
down Valencia Street—literally, the middle of the street—on the week-

end. People pour into former car lanes to eat dinner and sip cocktails 
at freshly laid tables. Shops selling vintage clothes, records, flowers and 
coffee burst out of their storefronts while street performances draw crowds 
no longer confined to the narrow sidewalk. Pedestrians meander along 
the entire roadway, runners bounce through the crowds, and bikes and 
scooters snake their way down the street.

On a recent Saturday evening, I paused and watched a 14-person Balkan 
brass band march out a beat that kept me, and a pack of my neighbors, 
bobbing as the sky turned dark to their wailing horns. Valencia Street used 
to be made car-free several times a year. Now, it is closed every weekend.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit and shelter-in-place orders were 
issued, the trickling pace of cars quieted city streets and left room for 
people. Experiments were launched to close and slow streets, repurpose 
parking spaces and remove cars, allowing spaces for people to walk, bike, 
gather, shop and eat more safely outdoors. The changes to urban streets 
in San Francisco were matched by many other cities across the country, 
including Denver; Minneapolis; New York City; Oakland, California; 
and Washington, D.C.

This rapid conversion set a new bar for how streets can be used in 
cities across the country. People everywhere were reminded how much 
they love their city streets when they aren’t run off the roadways by cars. 
In San Francisco, the public space solutions developed in response to 
the emergency built upon the city’s history of tactical experiments and 
programs to reclaim the public right of way through parklets, plazas, 
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Sunday Streets and Shared Spaces. During the pandemic, they have 
been cheap and relatively simple to design and approve—and they are 
everywhere.

That is, almost everywhere. Although slow streets and shared spaces 
were enjoyed by many, these public spaces were not equally distributed. 
In many cases, their design was not informed by a thorough communi-
ty-led process that recognizes that safety on streets is determined by race 
just as much as it is determined by infrastructure. While these pedestri-
an-oriented interventions have been wildly successful in many ways, there 
is evidence they have exacerbated growing spatial inequalities already 
widespread in cities across the country.

About a 10-minute bike ride from the Mission District, the Tenderloin 
neighborhood is a small section of downtown San Francisco with one of 
the city’s most diverse populations and its densest housing. It is home to 
plenty of families with young children and seniors, making it an ideal 
beneficiary of pedestrian-centric street design. But it differs from the 
Mission in one critical way: Many of its residents are poor. These ineq-
uities were made obvious by an explosion of homeless encampments on 
the sidewalks and intensifying open-air drug dealing and use during the 
pandemic. Despite intense need, there were few shared street experiments 
offering remedies.

While miles of streets were closed to cars in the early days of the pan-
demic, just one block (and several blocks of parking lanes) were closed 
in the Tenderloin. The entire neighborhood was highlighted yellow on 
the city’s Slow Streets plan, underscoring its status as an exception to 
that program. According to the San Francisco Municipal Transportation 
Agency, the Tenderloin’s number of one-way streets was one reason the 
neighborhood was “not a good fit” for the Slow Streets initiative.

This disparity was not new to the people of the Tenderloin, who have 
been neglected for years. Although most households do not own cars, 
the neighborhood’s streets are designed for speed. Cars rush through the 
Tenderloin’s one-way roads to and from the freeways and downtown San 
Francisco, transforming neighborhood streets into high-injury corridors. 
While neighborhood activists have long carried signs demanding slower 
speeds, the severe effects of the pandemic have brought renewed atten-
tion to the Tenderloin that shows promise of change: In April 2021, it 
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became the first neighborhood in the city with a widespread speed limit 
reduction to 20 miles per hour.

Still, it is undeniable that safer streets have been delayed far too long. 
And unfortunately, the Tenderloin is not an exception. For close to a 
century, we have made a consistent choice that the best use of our public 
rights of way should be to move and store cars. An estimated 46,000 motor 
vehicle deaths occurred nationally in 2021. And while other countries have 
seen such numbers substantially decline during the pandemic, numbers 
in the U.S. actually went up in 2020. Most often, the pedestrians injured 
or killed on America’s city streets are low-income, people of color, older 
adults and people with disabilities—many of whom exclusively rely on 
walking and public transit.

Cars not only kill; they also systematically disadvantage communities. 
The traffic they cause slows buses, and the space they take up limits room 
for pedestrians and cyclists. When we deny people mobility, we make it 
harder for them to do most anything. Lengthy travel times limit access 
to education, jobs, health care and other vital resources of the city. And 
unbearable commutes come at the expense of time—time with family, 
time for one’s well-being, time that is free. Dedicating streets to moving 
and storing cars is not just terrible land-use policy, it is a tool of inequity. 
Our streets must be used to the greatest benefit of people—all people.

Reclaiming city streets from cars also presents one of the greatest oppor-
tunities to mitigate global climate change. With transportation responsible 
for 29% of greenhouse gas emissions in the U.S. (mostly from passenger 
vehicles), much attention, policy and planning has emphasized electric 
vehicles as a solution to carbon emissions. There is no doubt that limiting 
emissions from cars must be part of climate action. However, cars—elec-
tric or not—still can kill people on city streets and deny a truly equitable 
transportation system. The only way to make sure that cars do not waste 
lives is to get out of them.

Streets were not always this way. Over a century ago, boulevards were 
shared spaces, used mainly by people walking, biking or riding transit, 
and occasionally by those driving cars. Bicycles were nearly as ubiquitous 
in cities across the United States as they are today in the best cycling 
cities in the world. New York City’s Park Avenue was once home to a 
park, while San Francisco’s Market Street acted as a gateway to the city 
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with a multimodal mingling of streetcars, bikes, horse-drawn carriages, 
pedestrians and automobiles.

Today, we have a choice to make about how we use our public spaces 
in the future. And as we have seen during the COVID pandemic, we can 
do a lot with our streets when they are absent of cars.

The events of the last two years will certainly shape the design of cities 
in years to come. Many hope that the experiments that have remade our 
streets as public spaces will help to reduce carbon emissions, expand our 
transportation options and make spaces for people. They also have the 
potential to do more.

As the conversations about power, equity and climate reverberate around 
the country, the solution to these systemic problems must include streets. 
We have an opportunity to bend our future to a new set of priorities 
that demonstrates care for the most vulnerable, honors our connection 
to one another, cultivates equality, and ensures a healthy democracy and 
just society. Before the streets fully fill again with a tangle of traffic, the 
pollution of hours burned behind a wheel and the noise of inhumane 
choices, we have an opportunity. The decisions we make today can make 
our cities healthier and more humane.

The choice is right outside your front door.

© 2022 U.S. News & World Report, L.P. Used with permission.
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‘We-Making’: How Arts and 
Culture Build Social Cohesion

Laurie Mazur

Originally published January 3, 2022 in Shelterforce

In Oakland, California, mothers who have lost children to gun violence 
gather to remember their loved ones with storytelling and music. Across 

town, a vacant lot has been repurposed as an open-air market, where 
residents can sample Afro-Brazilian food, buy local produce, and take in 
a dance performance.

In Oakland—and elsewhere—arts and culture are central to community 
life. The arts enable us to cultivate a sense of belonging, to honor the past, and 
to envision the future. In this way, arts and culture nurture what sociologists 
call “social cohesion”—that hard-to-quantify trait that turns “me” into “we.”

While the connection between culture and social cohesion is intuitive, 
research on that connection has been sparse. But a report published this 
year, WE-Making: How Arts & Culture Unite People to Work Toward Com-
munity Well-Being offers new insights. Drafted by Metris Arts Consulting 
in collaboration with PolicyLink and the University of Florida Center 
for Arts in Medicine, the report shows how place-based arts and cultural 
practices can help grow social cohesion.

The Ties that Bind
Social cohesion has been defined as “the extent of connectedness and 
solidarity among groups in society.” Essentially, it means that individuals 
feel, and act as, part of a group that is oriented toward working together. 
We know that social cohesion and its cousin, social capital, are linked 
to a wide variety of good outcomes—among them economic prosperity, 
good health, and resilience to the effects of climate change.

However, social cohesion is not always benign: hate groups and nation-
alists function as cohesive in-groups. So, the We-Making report focuses 
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on social cohesion that encourages individuals to act with equitable com-
munity well-being in mind.

The term “We-Making” was coined by Carol Bebelle, a cultural thought 
leader, co-founder of the Ashé Cultural Arts Center in New Orleans, 
producer, and poet. Bebelle observes that “we have known in our gut for 
decades and decades that arts and culture are fabulous and magnetic ways 
to unite people.” But it remained unclear how, exactly, that mechanism 
worked. So, in 2018 a group of funders—The Kresge Foundation, Bush 
Foundation, John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation, ArtPlace America, and the National Endowment 
for the Arts—sought to explore how place-based arts and cultural strat-
egies connect with social cohesion, and how that connection might be 
fostered or optimized.

With support from these funders, Metris Arts Consulting examined 
the complex relationships between the arts, place, and social cohesion, 
conducting interviews and a literature review and producing a draft report. 
Then, in 2019 and 2020, PolicyLink and the University of Florida Center 
for Arts in Medicine brought in additional perspectives from artists, public 
health practitioners, racial equity advocates, and researchers. The We-Mak-
ing conceptual framework maps the relationship between place-based arts 
and cultural strategies, social cohesion, and increased equitable community 
well-being, was then expanded and finalized.

Case studies from the We-Making report show that place-based arts and 
cultural strategies generate and amplify social cohesion. Why? According 
to Victor Rubin, a senior fellow at PolicyLink, “Arts and culture strategies 
are inherently social. In contrast to programs that support individuals 
and families, they connect people to their neighbors, to a sense of being 
part of something bigger than themselves, to a sense that they have a 
future in this place.”

The We-Making report found that social cohesion is an ongoing process, 
requiring patient nurturing. That nurturing can yield substantial results: 
the report found that “even modest positive impacts can snowball to create 
more profound impacts over time.” However, social cohesion alone does 
not guarantee positive impacts, it merely enables coordinated organiza-
tion and activity. Durable, positive outcomes require further steps: the 
development of shared values, collective efficacy, and collective action.
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The strategies most effective in nurturing social cohesion are ones that 
build and share power through community ownership, connect people 
across difference, include all types of community members, have a con-
sistent presence in the community, and align with community change 
goals to reinforce desired impacts.

Improving social cohesion can promote greater equity in communities 
experiencing racism, oppression, and structural disinvestment. But equity 
isn’t just the desired outcome of strategies to build cohesion, says Anne 
Gadwa Nicodemus, who directed Metris Arts’ work on WE-Making, “It’s 
also the starting point for such strategies to be effective. They must be 
community-driven and part of anti-racist efforts that recognize and work 
to remove the structural barriers to well-being.”

The report also identified four “drivers” of social cohesion, which arts 
and culture can amplify: relationships, a sense of belonging, an orientation 
toward the common good, and a willingness to participate. Trust is the 
common denominator in each of the drivers.

We-Making in Oakland
Oakland’s Black Cultural Zone (BCZ) shows many we-making strategies at 
work. The Zone was first envisioned when a new Bus Rapid Transit system 
threatened to accelerate gentrification and displace Black-owned businesses 
on a major thoroughfare in East Oakland. Elena Serrano, program director 
for the EastSide Arts Alliance & Cultural Center, conceived the Zone as a way 
to preserve East Oakland’s remaining Black neighborhoods and businesses.

A coalition of local organizations—including the Alliance, East Oakland 
Building Healthy Communities, Allen Temple Baptist Church, The East 
Oakland Collective, and Just Cities—joined forces to create the BCZ 
Community Development Corporation. Through a series of community 
listening sessions and other activities, the vision took shape: multiple hubs 
where neighbors could access resources on housing, displacement, and 
other issues. From the start, “arts and culture were seen as a tool to invite 
people to think about how to heal, how to organize, how to advocate and 
address community needs,” says Nehanda Imara, who leads the Zone’s 
community development team.

The coalition hired Carolyn Johnson as the Zone’s CEO, and plans were 
barreling ahead when COVID hit. Then, the Black Cultural Zone—like 
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so many other community-based organizations—pivoted to emergency 
mode: distributing meals and PPE and providing intensive support to 
keep businesses afloat. The Zone also created its first hub, the monthly 
Akoma Outdoor Market. Housed in a former vacant lot called Liberation 
Park, Akoma Market showcases Black- and brown-owned farm stands, 
food vendors, artists, and small businesses.

The Market embodies several we-making strategies, notably commu-
nity ownership and having a consistent presence in the community.  It 
stands as a cultural cornucopia, with live music and dance, handmade 
crafts, and foods from all corners of the African diaspora. The land is 
owned by the City of Oakland, and the Black Cultural Zone Community 
Development Corporation is in an exclusive negotiating agreement with 
them to lease and eventually own the land. There are activities for kids, 
yoga and fitness classes, and even an outdoor roller rink. Importantly, the 
Market has been a lifeline for local makers and entrepreneurs throughout 
the pandemic, connecting them with customers and providing business 
development support.

Johnson hopes to bring cashless trading to the Akoma Market. “During 
the pandemic,” she says, “we realized that some folks simply didn’t have 
any money—but maybe they had a pound of lemons on their tree. What 
can you trade that for? So another piece of our strategy is building that 
cashless society.” This idea is rooted in culture, Johnson says: “We are a 
tribal people, a cooperative people, trying to fit ourselves into a system 
that doesn’t allow for that. How do we navigate that world, but still bring 
in our true culture of cooperative collaboration, to really build a society 
that works for us?”

Through the Akoma Market and other projects, the Black Cultural 
Zone is nurturing a more cohesive and cooperative community. It also 
contributes to climate resilience: research shows that cohesive com-
munities—where neighbors know one another and check on the most 
vulnerable—are better able to weather the heat waves, fires, and floods 
of a warming world.

That’s why the Black Cultural Zone, along with several other local 
groups, recently received $28.2 million from California’s Transformative 
Climate Communities Program. The grant supports a wide range of com-
munity-led efforts, including affordable housing, bicycling infrastructure, 
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and tree planting. The Zone will take the lead on community engagement, 
harnessing the we-making power of arts and culture to make Oakland 
more climate resilient.

For Imara, the Zone’s approach to arts and culture shares roots with the 
environmental justice movement. While mainstream environmentalists 
often see the environment as separate from human communities, the 
environmental justice movement, led by Black, Brown and Indigenous 
people, considers human beings—and the places where they live and 
work—an integral part of the environment. Similarly, “we don’t see arts 
and culture outside of ourselves,” says Imara. “It’s inside us, it’s a part of 
us. It’s a theme and a thread in everything we do.”

Healing Trauma, Personal and Collective
Arts and culture can also help communities process—and heal from—
trauma. Be-Imaginative, an Oakland-based collective of artists, healers 
and community leaders, sought to create a safe space for mothers and 
families who had lost children to gun violence. “We used all types of 
artistic mediums to create that safe space,” says Benjamin “BJ” McBride. 
McBride co-founded Be-Imaginative, and now directs and produces 
films that feature the group’s work. “We used poetry, we used music, we 
used visual art, we used anything you could think of to humanize their 
narrative and their stories,” says McBride.

Be-Imaginative nurtures the drivers of social cohesion, including—most 
importantly—trust. “We were able to build community in a really unique 
and authentic way,” says McBride. “That’s where the magic really begins 
to flow. Once we were able to build trust, we were able to cultivate a 
sense of belonging—not just from shared trauma, but around navigating 
the process of healing.”

Be-Imaginative also uses the arts to communicate to the larger com-
munity, cultivating empathy for the victims of violence. For example, a 
project called Dear Beloved features mothers reading letters to their lost 
sons, set against the haunting backdrop of Oakland’s abandoned 16th 
Street train station, where thousands of African Americans arrived from 
the Deep South during the Great Migration.

In this way, arts and culture can heal not only individual trauma but 
civic trauma, says Roberto Bedoya, cultural affairs manager for the city of 
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Oakland. “So often the discourse around trauma resides in the “I” rather 
than the “we,” says Bedoya. “But how are we traumatized? What are the 
social systems that create disenfranchisement—the segregated schools, 
the policing? The arts and cultural community is really, really good at 
creating those mechanisms to address that.”

In Oakland and elsewhere, artists and cultural workers are creating 
mechanisms to address our most pressing issues. They are asking the 
big questions about where we have been and where we are going, and 
helping communities heal and thrive. In the language of the We-Making 
framework, they are strengthening the civic capacity for change.

The We-Making report affirms what we know intuitively: that place-based 
arts and culture strategies can strengthen the ties that hold communities 
together—with benefits for individual and collective well-being. More fun-
damentally, arts and culture help us transcend our subjectivity, encounter 
the interior lives of others, and see our obligations to one another more 
clearly—reminding us that, in the words of the philosopher Emmanuel 
Levinas, “‘we’ is not the plural of ‘I.’”
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Want Less Polarization? Stop 
Talking and Start Building

John Kamp and James Rojas

Originally published March 13, 2022 in Planetizen

The great irony of our polarized times is that virtually no one believes 
that they themselves are contributing to polarization. “Well, what 

I’m saying is TRUE,” we think, “so of course I have to say it, and of 
course those who disagree with me are wrong.” 

Cue the current state of affairs at school board, townhall, and city coun-
cil meetings, where we are seeing explosive stand-offs over mask-wearing 
and critical race theory, housing shortages and density, policing and public 
safety. Lots of strong opinions on either side, and not a whole lot in the 
way of budging or even listening.

It would be useful for all of us to step back and ask ourselves when we 
last changed our minds or broke bread with someone we fundamentally 
disagreed with. Chances are nil to none that we did so because someone 
told us to, or we read it on Twitter, or someone at a townhall meeting 
screamed the opposite of what we believe in our ear.

So, why would it be any different if we placed ourselves in the role 
of the teller, or the Tweeter, or the angry townhall-goer? Those on the 
receiving end of our strong opinions invariably wouldn’t change their 
minds or reach across the aisle to share a proverbial beer with us.

Blunt and incisive language rarely leads to communing with those 
we don’t wholly agree with or entertaining new ideas. In fact, quite the 
opposite is true: when we publicly engage through talking and language 
around the issues that we feel most adamantly about, we fire up the selfish, 
survival-obsessed part of our brains. And for survival brain, change equals 
certain disaster, or worse, death.



 •  52

Perhaps the most horrifying change to survival brain is a future world 
that looks different from how we think it should. And so we look for 
reinforcements to gird up our side and keep change at bay. In the process, 
we don’t just create more polarization; we simultaneously close down 
our imagination, our creative selves, and any eagerness to strive for a 
different reality.

If your sense lately has been we are living in a society that has grown 
increasingly cranky, tired, and creatively bereft, it’s because, in our text- 
and language-obsessed era, we are. We have created a nation of citizens 
whose survival brains are on overdrive and whose creative brains have 
effectively been relegated to the corner.

Change starts with flipping the script and giving our stubborn talking 
brain a timeout. We set aside the faulty notion that more and cleverer and 
stronger language will ensure that those we disagree with will finally see 
the light, and we literally bring our hands up onto the table. We attune 
our senses to the wide world around us. And we build—with others, with 
strangers, with people whose political views we never even talk about.

In the work James Rojas and I do, we bring people together from 
oftentimes completely different, occasionally opposed, backgrounds—
police officers and community members, recent immigrants and 
long-time residents, developers and those experiencing homelessness—
and have them use found objects to build models of both memories 
and the communities of their dreams. We take them on walking tours 
of streets and spaces in which no one is the guide except our senses. 
In the process, the part of our brains that is less obsessed with survival 
and more curious about the world takes center stage and we can sink 
into a state of collaboration and play.

In one instance in Palo Alto, California, we were invited to mediate 
a tense standoff between older and younger residents who were literally 
screaming at each other over who had access to a bike and pedestrian 
underpass. A conventional approach would have had both groups sit down 
around a table and talk it out. However, we had them build.

To remove participants from the heated here and now, we had them 
first go to their past and build models of their first memory of a mobility 
experience. They built experiences as varied as walking through sandstorms 
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in New Mexico to being pushed in a stroller through downtown Palo 
Alto. When we then had them examine the models for similarities, clear 
themes emerged: feelings of freedom and exploration, being outside, 
navigation, friends, and family—in short, shared values of the group that 
transcended age and preferred mode of getting around.

Establishing this shared set of values then set the tone for the remaining 
series of interactive activities. Absent the adversarial feelings that had char-
acterized previous public meetings and interactions, residents young and 
old could now let their guard down and work together to build models 
of a redesigned underpass. And creative ideas flowed forth, including 
our favorite: a button you could press at the underpass entrance that 
would generate a whale sound indicating to pedestrians that a bicyclist 
was coming through.   

While the city now has to seek out funding to implement a redesign 
of the underpass, the model-building workshops generated an invaluable 
set of relational outcomes: defusing polarization, establishing shared 
values, giving everyone a seat at the table, and allowing everyone to be 
their best creative self.  

It is precisely this hands-on approach that could be taken to address 
polarization within the rancorous school board meetings, townhalls, and 
city council meetings of our era. Set aside the heated, language-based 
exchanges over mask-wearing, policing, and the like, and have people build 
models that represent the best of their past and the healthy communities 
of the future. The activity would allow shared values to emerge and give 
participants a sense of all the things we can agree on. 

To the uninitiated, our approach can seem like an implausible and 
exaggerated flight of fancy, but what we are doing is simply tapping into 
fundamental psychological truths within all of us and allowing our better, 
creative, collaborative selves to shine. 

This unforced emergence of our better selves also means we have no 
need to set ground rules to ensure that participants remain civil. When 
we are removed from a survival-focused way of being and can sink into 
a state of play, and when we work with our hands and senses—the very 
tools we all used to first explore the world—collaboration simply unfolds.

Want Less Polarization? Stop Talking and Start Building
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We also at no point insist that people use certain words or certain 
language. In the same way that we place no premium on perfection in peo-
ple’s models, we don’t expect perfection in people’s language. Particularly 
amongst highly educated circles, a certain, rarified set of words and terms 
has emerged that are supposed to signify a user’s care and values vis-a-vis 
a set of issues: unhoused instead of homeless, Latinx instead of Latino, 
and so on. At best, these terms can be off-putting to the uninitiated; at 
worst, they are polarizing. And insisting on the use of one or the other 
simply brings us back to where we started: obsessing over language and 
creating an atmosphere in which people shut down their creative minds 
and their willingness to play, and see each other as adversaries.

Over time, our minds develop the neural equivalent of the grooves in 
a record. They play back the same songs, reliably and predictably, and we 
derive a sense of comfort from that. We all need a modicum of consistency 
and sameness in our lives to feel okay in the world. But our insistence 
on engaging around the issues that matter to us through language alone 
means that everyone is just a bit too stuck in their own grooves.

And that’s what polarization is at the end of the day: you’re in your set 
of grooves; I’m in mine. To unstick ourselves requires a way of breaking 
out of those grooves that is not frightening or scary. When we bring our 
hands up onto the table and start to build, we do just that. From there, 
whole new worlds open up.
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We Need to Stop Traffic Deaths. But 
Is Policing Really the Answer?

Olantunji Oboi Reed

Originally published June 15, 2022 on Next City

To some, it may sound like a beautiful vision: zero traffic fatalities on 
our nation’s highways and streets. For Black people, however, Vision 

Zero has an ugly underside.

First implemented in Sweden and now embraced by dozens of Amer-
ican cities and states, Vision Zero is a strategy to eliminate all traffic 
fatalities and severe injuries. The strategy varies from place to place, but 
it typically emphasizes the “Es”: engineering, education and stepped-up 
enforcement of traffic laws. That last “E,” enforcement, is where it gets 
ugly for people who look like me.

It’s no secret that racism and racial bias permeate American law enforce-
ment. There are, of course, the high-profile, unjust murders of Black men 
and women—George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Philando Castile and so 
many more—at the hands of police. Black people are killed by police at 
more than twice the rate of white people. And then there are the daily 
indignities, and worse—the suspicion and scrutiny that so often charac-
terize our encounters with police.

I have stories; we all do. Like the summer night in 1992, when I was 
hanging out with friends outside my mother’s home in the Chatham 
neighborhood on the Southside of Chicago. Yes, we were loud and clown-
ing around—talking, laughing, chanting, stepping and engaging in social 
activities befitting a boisterous group of male teenagers. No, we were not 
drinking, smoking, carrying guns or engaging in any other illegal activities.

First, we heard the faint sounds of police sirens, which soon became 
louder and closer. Suddenly, four police cars, with sirens blaring and lights 
flashing, came racing toward us from both directions on the one-way street. 
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Before the cars even came to a full stop, the doors opened and a half-dozen 
police officers jumped out with their guns drawn on me and my friends.

We stood there, confused, shocked and scared. A couple of seconds 
ticked by, then an officer yelled out at the top of his voice, “Same ol’ 
N—— shit.” The officers searched us and quickly realized their level of 
aggression and tactical readiness was completely unwarranted. With little 
conversation and no acknowledgment of their mistake, the officers were 
back in their squad cars, rolling away.

Now, read the previous paragraph again with your eyes closed and 
imagine a different ending. Imagine my hotheaded self jumping into the 
face of the officer who had just used the N-word. Or imagine my friend 
Nate instinctively reaching into his car to grab his wallet. One of us may 
have been arrested and convicted. One of us may have been shot. And, 
yes, one of us was the twitch of a finger on the gun’s trigger away from 
being killed unjustly by the Chicago Police Department.

The (mostly white) architects of Vision Zero do not see what I see: 
For Black people, increased enforcement of traffic laws will lead to more 
deadly encounters with the police.

We know, for example, that Black cyclists are disproportionately tar-
geted for enforcement. Research conducted by my organization, Equiticity, 
found that in Chicago, about eight times as many tickets were issued, 
per capita, in majority-Black neighborhoods as in majority-white 
neighborhoods.

This “biking where Black” problem speaks to racially biased enforce-
ment, but it also reveals stark inequities in infrastructure. About 90% of 
bike citations in Chicago are given for riding on the sidewalk. But riding 
on the sidewalk is a rational choice for Black cyclists since our neighbor-
hoods have far fewer designated bike lanes than white neighborhoods. 
So Black cyclists experience two compounding inequities: first, through 
neglect and disinvestment which robs us of safe places to ride; and second, 
with traffic citations when we seek the relative safety of the sidewalk.

And often, there isn’t even a sidewalk. Across the U.S., low-income 
neighborhoods, which are disproportionately home to Black and Brown 
people, are much less likely than affluent white neighborhoods to have 
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continuous sidewalks. That’s one reason why Black and Brown people 
are twice as likely as white people to be killed while walking.

These inequities in infrastructure illuminate a better path to reducing 
traffic deaths. We know that sidewalks can reduce car/pedestrian crashes 
by up to 89%. And we know that the best way to make streets safer for 
cyclists and pedestrians is to build separated, protected bike lanes. Port-
land, Oregon, did that, and saw its road fatality rate drop by 75%, even 
as more cyclists took to the streets.

We need to focus primarily on the nationally accepted strategies of 
engineering (redesign streets to make them safer) and education (imple-
ment a compelling, comprehensive educational campaign to teach and 
inspire people to drive more safely). We should not include a police traffic 
enforcement strategy as part of Vision Zero. Further, we should create 
a new traffic safety framework with racial equity and mobility justice 
operationalized from the beginning and created by Black and Brown 
people in neighborhoods disproportionately impacted by traffic violence.

Some transportation advocates are waking up to the dangers of 
stepped-up enforcement. Two national organizations—Safe Routes Part-
nership and the League of American Bicyclists—have completely removed 
police enforcement from their frameworks. Local advocacy groups in 
Minneapolis, Philadelphia, Atlanta and elsewhere have come out against 
enforcement in Vision Zero.

It’s time for governments and advocacy groups that care about traffic 
safety to expand their field of vision and make an operational commit-
ment to racial equity and mobility justice. It is time for the leadership 
on traffic safety to come from the communities most impacted by traffic 
violence: Black and Brown people.

We must remove “enforcement” from Vision Zero implementation and 
concentrate instead on effective engineering and education strategies. If 
we fail to do so, what others consider a beautiful vision will continue to 
collide with the ugly reality of racism in America—with tragic results.

We Need to Stop Traffic Deaths. But Is Policing Really the Answer?
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How the Power of Place Shapes Cities
William Fulton

Originally published July 26, 2022 in Common Edge

There are few more powerful questions than “Where are you from?” 
People feel intensely connected to cities as places and to other people 

who feel that same kind of connection. In other words, we tend to 
understand and experience places in a very personal way.

Yet to understand place—indeed, to understand human settlements 
in general—it’s important to recognize that places are not created by 
accident. They are created on purpose to further a political or economic 
agenda. Better cities emerge when the people who shape them think more 
broadly and consciously about the places they are creating. 

As fundamental as the concept of place is, it cannot truly be separated 
from prosperity. For thousands of years, cities have existed in large part 
as vehicles of commerce: locations where people come together, where 
knowledge and goods are exchanged, where raw materials are transformed 
into manufactured goods, and, in some cases, where goods are simply 
transferred from one form of transportation to another. As much as we 
urban planners like to think of cities primarily as places to live—and of 
our jobs as creating great places to live—cities grow or wither, and people 
lead fulfilling lives or not, primarily because cities either succeed or fail 
as engines of prosperity.

Throughout history, cities have emerged in particular locations for the 
reasons described above. But over time they often prosper—or don’t—
based on their ability to adapt to new conditions and move beyond their 
original purposes.

Think of Boston, for example. How is it that, over a period of hundreds 
of years, a place that was essentially a seafaring town turned into the 
world’s leading center for higher education? How did Pittsburgh, a steel 
town, successfully reinvent itself in large part by leveraging the assets of 
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one small university, Carnegie Mellon? Why has Pittsburgh thrived while 
the Great Lakes cities of Detroit, Cleveland, and Buffalo have struggled so 
much to adapt to post-industrial conditions? Perhaps most miraculous of 
all, how did Silicon Valley, which in the 1950s and ’60s was primarily a 
manufacturing center for electronics, transform itself into the high-tech 
center of the world?

The answers lie in the relationship between place and prosperity and 
the vision that each city’s leaders bring to the task of using place as a 
platform for prosperity. A city’s prosperity over time by and large does 
not depend on one individual business, no matter how many people 
it may employ or how splashy the mayor’s announcement was when 
it arrived in town.

Rather, prosperity depends on using businesses to build assets in a 
particular place that can be recycled. Those assets might be a labor force, 
a university, a port or airport, or the wealth created by previous genera-
tions. That’s why Silicon Valley and Pittsburgh are successful: they have 
recycled wealth and knowledge through their local universities to create 
a new generation of prosperity. That’s why Boston has succeeded in being 
a dozen different cities over four centuries. That’s why my hometown of 
Auburn, New York, is still a successful manufacturing town: because after 
200 years, people still know how to make stuff, and they love doing it. 
Over time, a successful place creates enduring economic assets that don’t 
go away and lays the groundwork for future prosperity.

At its core, prosperity is not about a single business but about the 
permanent assets that an economic development effort creates. The most 
relevant economic development question is not “What business are you 
attracting?” but rather “What do you have left the day after that business 
leaves?” 

And the answer is place: the character and the quality of the location 
that you’re selling to businesses in the first place. In the industrial era, 
this usually meant proximity to natural resources or transportation routes. 
These days it more often means providing both urban and natural ame-
nities attractive to the smart folks who drive the innovation economy. In 
my adopted hometown of Ventura, the city’s most successful company 
was the outdoor clothing company Patagonia, which was located on 
the outskirts of downtown for one simple reason: The founder, Yvon 
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Chouinard, liked surfing there. And to this day one of the selling points 
about working at Patagonia is: surfing at lunchtime.

Of course, these days we live in a world of extreme inequity, a world in 
which place amenities are highly valued—and, therefore, hoarded by the 
affluent. In that sense, place and prosperity are more closely linked than 
ever before. It’s getting to the point where only the prosperous can afford 
the good places. This hasn’t always been the case, and it’s not inevitable. 

Historically, cities provided places for everybody to live and work: 
working- and middle-class families, the rich, the poor. In recent decades, 
working- and middle-class families have decamped to the suburbs, leaving 
the rich to reside in high-amenity neighborhoods and the poor to live 
where there are almost no amenities whatsoever. Most urban policy today 
is focused on rectifying this problem—by, for example, more equitably 
distributing infrastructure and economic opportunity within cities. 

I don’t know whether cities can solve all our society’s problems through 
urban policy. The inequity we see across cities today is partly the result of 
larger socioeconomic trends. However, I do know that cities are resilient. 
They’ve been buffeted over the decades by white flight, decay, urban 
renewal, unequal investment, increasingly extreme weather events, and 
now the worst pandemic in a century—and they’re still going. At their 
best, they not only inspire and uplift us, but they make our daily lives 
more convenient and more fulfilling. At a time when the divide between 
the rich and the poor is troubling, maybe cities can go a long way toward 
taming inequality. But it will work only if we understand the fundamental 
link between place and prosperity—and make sure that great places are 
available to everybody who lives in cities, not just those with the means 
to hoard urban amenities. 
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People in Need Don’t Want Your Pity
Kyria Stephens

Originally published September 12, 2022 in Context

In the US city of Jackson, Mississippi, where more than 80% of the 
population is Black, residents this month went without clean tap water 

for days.

Across the country, where poor neighborhoods are typically hotter 
than wealthier ones, more than 40 million residents faced extreme heat 
in September.

And in Buffalo, New York, in the neighborhood where I grew up, a 
gunman this summer murdered 10 Black people in a racially motivated 
attack.

It has long been a pattern. Low-income communities and communities 
of color are often disproportionately affected by tragedy. Nearly every 
time, donations and volunteers pour into the neighborhood after the fact.

These intentions are good. The resources are needed. But people in need 
do not want pity. We need solidarity, respect, and loving support. We 
need to rethink how we think about charity. Because when you share your 
time and resources you are not simply helping the less fortunate—you 
are nurturing the powerful.

‘We shape the future’
These neighborhoods are filled with people who are powerful in spite of the 
obstacles placed (often intentionally) in our path, from government-sanc-
tioned redlining to more subtle yet equally destructive obstructions we 
face today.

Food apartheid. Sub-par access to health care. Dilapidated and aban-
doned homes. Schools with poor outcomes. Less economic opportunity.
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These barriers to success have historically been designed to hold Black 
people and low-income people back and take away our progress. Yet 
even with everything that is stacked against us, we have still managed to 
become your doctors, attorneys, and business owners.

We shape the future as your teachers, professors, and chief diversity officers. 
We create culture as artists and entertainers and a poet laureate. We save lives as 
police officers, firefighters, EMTs and nurses. We drive the economy as CEOs.

We have endured and overcome much, but just imagine how many 
more might have thrived if these barriers were not constantly in our way. 
Superheroes will emerge when you take away the Kryptonite blocking 
our path. Consider that historically Black colleges and universities make 
up just three percent of colleges and universities in the U.S., yet “produce 
almost 20% of all African American graduates”.

‘We need advocates and allies’
Talent does not discriminate by race or what side of town you live on. 
When you stand with us, you are not just giving to people in need, you 
are investing in people you will need.

These communities are not defined by poverty, but by strength and 
perseverance, determination and forgiveness, and unshakeable joy. We 
need help, but not from would-be saviors. Your donations might support 
us for a day or a week.

But your voice, your advocacy, your determination, and your commit-
ment will strengthen us—and allow us to sustain ourselves—for years. 
This is how we will continue to develop agency, raise our families, perform 
meaningful work, and build wealth for generations to come. This is where 
the strength of our community will truly shine.

These things are all within reach. But we need advocates and allies 
who will speak up, share networks and resources, build relationships, and 
help bring about sustainable change. We need people to actively listen 
to the deep-seated problems we face and not just prescribe solutions, as 
my colleague Matt Enstice discussed in City Forward.

We need to define people by their aspirations, not their challenges. Only 
when we stand together—and understand each other—will we unlock 
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everyone’s full potential. If we continue to let people in underserved 
communities suffer, we will all become weaker, not stronger.

So ask yourself: where does my neighbourhood end and another begin? 
Who belongs in my neighbourhood? Who is my neighbor? The reality is 
that we are all connected. We are your neighbors. We are powerful. And 
we need you to stand with us—nourish us—so that all of us can thrive.
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Our Streets Need to Be 
Welcoming to Deaf, Disabled

Ellice Patterson

Originally published October 12, 2022 in CommonWealth Magazine

When I hear people say, “Remove parking and add bike lanes!” or “We 
need more walkable streets!” I cringe. These folks, usually White 

and nondisabled, often don’t take into account the needs of low-income, 
BIPOC, and/or disabled people.

Neither does our city. Boston has a long history of inequity in busing 
and redlining and making decisions without community input—includ-
ing, most recently, closing the Orange Line for a month. And the meetings 
to address these issues are not held online—excluding those of us who 
might not have the personal care attendant support, transit money, ASL/
CART (live caption) interpreters, or time and energy to attend an in-per-
son meeting.

Without community input, the city has made decisions that perpetuated 
its discriminatory past, deepening old wounds. And it has raised animosity 
towards the government, especially in Black and Brown neighborhoods.

When I applied to be an artist in residence with the Boston Trans-
portation Department (BTD), I knew my community was struggling 
with transit issues. I was tired of waiting and ready to be a part of the 
transformation.

In particular, we need to transform our city’s streets so that they are 
welcoming to deaf and disabled people.

Consider the “open streets” held this summer in Jamaica Plain. The 
temporary walkable street featured long stretches without any openings 
for vehicles to drop people off. That meant pedestrians had to walk more 
than a mile to the next point of pick up. In addition, only eight pedicabs 
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were available to help transport thousands of people. There was no way for 
folks with mobility related disabilities to safely move through the full route.

Or consider our neighborhoods with cobblestone streets. Most folks 
don’t know that those uneven stones are not from colonial times; they 
were poured in the 1970s to create an old-fashioned aesthetic as a tourist 
attraction, even though they damage many mobility aids. And there are 
painted lanes for bikes that are too narrow for the wider bikes used by 
disabled folks. Because our sidewalks can be so cracked and cluttered, 
and curb cuts are covered by snow in winter, most mobility aid users 
resort to the narrow bike lane, exposing themselves to oncoming traffic.

When we are unable to equitably use the sidewalk, and we are forced 
to put ourselves in danger for the comfort of others, we face an ingrained 
systemic barrier that keeps us from participating fully in urban life. Bos-
ton’s “open streets” in JP only heightened the city’s inaccessibility.

It doesn’t have to be this way. This summer, I took my first vacation 
as an adult to Montreal. That experience changed my whole perspective 
on urban design. Montreal’s streets feature traffic-calming tools that 
work well. Art is everywhere—from musicians playing on street corners 
to murals painted on the walls of homes, businesses, and streets. Stores 
and restaurants line the pedestrian walkway, encouraging citizens to move 
through the city and engage in urban life. The city even provides outdoor 
co-working spaces, complete with wi-fi and power outlets.

Montreal’s open streets are truly accessible. They feature smooth granite 
saw-cut joints that allow one to glide from a driving street to a walking 
street with ease. Within the walking streets themselves there are plenty of 
raised intersections where a car can drop someone off while also providing 
a reduced-speed intersection for safety of all pedestrians. That can be life 
changing for someone who wants to take advantage of their city’s open 
streets without the pain of walking a mile to the next pick up.

Instead of narrow painted lanes for bikes, Montreal has designated 
wide lanes on both sides of the streets with islands in between to protect 
wheelchair users and cyclists from vehicles. It is important to note here 
the equity difference. Because these are safe, designated lanes, wheelchair 
use is normalized within the bike lanes as a way to safely navigate without 
exerting extra strength continually weaving through people. In line with 
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universal design, it also keeps the cyclists safer as well. This encourages 
more bike travel, decreasing carbon emissions and improving physical 
and mental health.

Montreal’s open streets put human beings before cars and welcome 
people with and without disabilities. This builds economic opportunity, 
and recognizes the human right to access the city and fully participate in 
all areas of urban life. Boston’s “open streets” should do the same.
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How Cities Can Build Food 
System Resilience

Paula Daniels

Originally published December 5, 2022 in The City Fix

Let’s not forget what we learned during 2020 about the fragility of 
our food supply chains: the prevailing, globalized model is as fragile 

as a spider web. It can shatter into dangling threads in times of crisis, 
such as a pandemic or other natural disaster. Remember the long lines 
at food banks, while farmers had to scramble to find new markets for 
their surplus food?

What is food system resilience? Generally, it means shorter supply 
chains, more direct from “farm to fork;” climate-smart agriculture; robust 
markets for healthy, minimally processed and humanely produced food; 
and respect for worker well-being to build community and economic 
well-being. 

Those who are working for a more resilient food system draw inspi-
ration from the farm-to-fork pioneers who challenged the 20th century 
model of highly industrialized agriculture. And they build on the work 
of those who took us from the early romance of farmers markets to, scale: 
for example, The Common Market, a non-profit that runs food hubs 
which aggregate from local farmers to supply the greater regional scale 
of food service institutions like school districts.  

The City of Los Angeles was a trailblazer in this area. Ten years ago, 
through an executive order signed by Mayor Villaraigosa and a companion 
council motion, Los Angeles became the first city in the United States 
to adopt a policy and program framework emphasizing accountability 
and transparency in purchasing at its large food service institutions. The 
initiative, the Good Food Purchasing Program, includes clear evaluation 
metrics that direct the city’s food dollars to support local economies, envi-
ronmental sustainability, humane treatment of animals, fair treatment of 
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workers and healthy nutrition. Developed over the course of an intensive 
two-year, multi-sector stakeholder process, the Good Food Purchasing 
Program garnered broad support. 

Shortly after Villaraigosa’s executive order, the Los Angeles Unified 
School District followed suit with a board motion. It has since become 
a beacon in the field, redirecting millions of purchasing dollars into 
the local food economy, improving nutrition scores, inspiring fair labor 
practices in the food supply chain, and supporting the development of 
sustainably sourced products—all within the bounds of the district’s 
existing budget. 

In the decade since its launch, the Good Food Purchasing Program 
has grown into a national project that any city can enroll in. Twenty-four 
municipalities around the United States, including Chicago, Denver, New 
York, Oakland, San Diego and San Francisco and over 60 public food 
service institutions (mostly school districts) now participate. The Center 
for Good Food Purchasing, which owns and manages the program, is 
analyzing a total of over $1.1 billion in purchasing information from 
these institutions.  

In addition to adopting procurement policies, some U.S. mayor’s offices 
have created food policy positions. The executive branches of Austin, 
Baltimore, Chicago, Washington DC, Honolulu and New York have 
created Food Policy Offices. Boston Mayor Michelle Wu, who, as a city 
councilmember advanced a motion to adopt the Good Food Purchasing 
Program, has established an Office of Food Justice. 

As Olivier De Schutter, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
Right to Food from 2008-2014, observed: “Governments have few 
sources of leverage over increasingly globalized food systems—but public 
procurement is one of them. When sourcing food for schools, hospitals 
and public administrations, governments have a rare opportunity to 
support more nutritious diets and more sustainable food systems in 
one fell swoop.” 

Indeed, there is much more to this wave of enrollment than expansion 
of an innovative program that started in LA. It is now part of an inter-
national movement of local governments using their purchasing power 
to build sustainable, resilient food systems.  
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The Milan Urban Food Policy Pact was launched in 2015 to “reorient 
school feeding programmes and other institutional food service to provide 
food that is healthy, local and regionally sourced, seasonal and sustain-
ably produced.” Over 250 global cities have signed on to the Milan Pact. 
Recently, the Pact recognized New York City with an award for its Good 
Food Purchasing Framework.  

In 2019, the C40, a network of over 100 global cities focused on 
addressing the climate crisis, created the Good Food Cities Declaration, 
acknowledging that food is among the largest drivers of global environ-
mental change. The declaration’s signatories pledge to, among other things, 

“align our food procurement to the Planetary Health Diet, ideally sourced 
from organic agriculture.” The EAT-Lancet Commission, the intergov-
ernmental scientific group responsible for creating the Planetary Health 
Diet, has declared that “food is the single strongest lever to optimize 
human health and environmental sustainability.” 

In the United States, the federal government may soon follow suit: 
President Biden’s federal sustainability plan commits to consider including 
food purchasing in its goal of reducing emissions. Municipal leadership 
has often forged the path for national policy. 

What’s next? Goals for the next decade include “transforming finan-
cial flows, governance structures and food systems from the ground up,” 
according to the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food 
Systems. In this way, we can build food systems that are healthier, more 
sustainable and more resilient in an increasingly uncertain world. It’s a 
journey of a thousand steps—and cities can lead the way. 

How Cities Can Build Food System Resilience
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Two Houston Developments Show 
Two Approaches to Gentrification

William Fulton

Originally published December 14, 2022 in Next City

Located just east of Downtown Houston, the ZIP code 77003 is 
by some accounts the third-fastest gentrifying postal zone in the 

country.

The ZIP code encompasses East End, also known as the Second Ward, 
a traditionally Hispanic neighborhood that used to be a bustling center 
of blue-collar business and manufacturing. An old Maxwell House plant 
once infused the whole neighborhood with the smell of coffee. Navi-
gation Boulevard is still a center of Hispanic life, revolving around the 
legendary Original Ninfa’s Mexican restaurant. Just across Buffalo Bayou 
to the North, technically located in the Fifth Ward, lies a 150-acre site 
that formerly housed a sprawling complex for Kellogg, Brown and Root, 
Houston’s legendary engineering giant.

Today, the neighborhood is changing quickly. A new light rail line 
running down Harrisburg Avenue puts the East End five minutes away 
from jobs-rich downtown Houston and Minute Maid Park. (In a nod 
to the neighborhood’s history, one of the stations is known as “Coffee 
Plant.”) Classic Houston-style townhomes—three stories, garage loaded 
from the street, with a foot or two in between them—are popping up 
everywhere in the neighborhood. If you hang around the East End long 
enough, you will hear stories of developers trying to frighten long-time 
homeowners to get them to sell out.

You’ll also find two very different approaches to dealing with the gen-
trification problem. On the old Kellogg, Brown and Root site—perhaps 
the largest vacant site in any urban location in the United States—the 
mixed-use developer Midway is building a massive project known as “East 
River,” with a nine-hole golf course and a traditional Texas “ice house.” 
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The first phase of the project will also include office space, apartments 
and upscale retail. It’s the kind of project you’d see featured by the local 
Urban Land Institute chapter.

The Midway folks know that they are going to gentrify the neighbor-
hood; they’re very open about the fact that their project will drive up 
property values and there’s not a whole lot they can do about it. To miti-
gate the damage, they’ve entered into a “Community Benefits Agreement” 
with the Fifth Ward Community Reinvestment Corporation—a legal 
agreement in which the developer promises to help the neighborhood 
in many ways. Among other things, Midway made a commitment to 
affordable housing, discounted rents for pop-up retail, participation in 
a newly formed Community Advisory Council, grants to area nonprofits, 
and efforts to work with local groups to identify neighborhood residents 
who might be able to work on construction of the project. Though it’s 
not as extensive as some CBAs, it’s a start.

A mile and a half away from the East River project, a smaller group 
of developers is taking a very different approach. The “Concept Neigh-
borhood” group has acquired several parcels near the Coffee Plant light 
rail stop and plans on retrofitting older buildings for a wide variety of 
activities, including space for creative artists. In an old retail building 
along Harrisburg, they are nurturing small, locally-owned businesses: 
a restaurant, a wine bar, an 800-square-foot bodega, a popsicle factory. 
Some of commercial tenants are on a sliding scale of rents based on their 
sales and most of the items for sale are priced modestly, so longtime local 
residents can afford them. Jeff Kaplan, one of Concept Neighborhood’s 
partners, says the idea is to create a neighborhood where residents can 
live car-free in this notoriously car-oriented city.

Of course, Kaplan and his partners know that no matter how they 
approach their properties, they too are gentrifiers. The value of their 
property will go up no matter what, to the detriment of some local 
residents. And they’re occasionally criticized by the locals despite their 
sensitive approach. But the larger point is that East River and Concept 
Neighborhood are moving forward with investing in the East End—while 
addressing gentrification in different ways.

Gentrification is usually depicted as a black-and-white, good-and-bad 
problem: Place amenities are piling up in certain locations, affluent people 
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are “place hoarding,” and gentrification threatens longtime residents of 
neighborhoods with good bones and good locations.

There’s certainly a lot of truth to this narrative: Affluent residents are 
taking over neighborhoods, and longtime residents of modest means are 
being displaced as a result. But as the Houston East End story shows, the 
solutions are more nuanced than the standard narrative suggests.

We’ve seen, for example, many neighborhoods resist gentrification 
by resisting investment. But deflecting investment is the last thing a 
long-ignored neighborhood should want. The question is not how to 
deflect investment—but, rather, how to ensure it benefits people who 
live in the neighborhood already as well as newcomers.

The acceleration of gentrification has changed the whole concept of 
economic development in the United States. Previously, the main philo-
sophical battle was over subsidies—essentially, who pays. Now, the battle 
is over who reaps the benefits.

Twenty years ago—at the beginning of the internet revolution—eco-
nomic development experts began to envision an entirely different type 
of U.S. economy than the traditional manufacturing-based economy of 
the past. The lodestone of this new vision was Richard Florida’s 2002 
bestseller The Creative Class, which argued that the future of the U.S. 
economy depended on knowledge workers generally and the tech innova-
tion sector in particular. The focus of economic development thus shifted 
from chasing smokestacks to chasing smart kids sitting in coffee shops 
wearing hoodies and working on their laptops. In the end, the idea was 
that everybody would benefit from this transition to a knowledge-based, 
high value-added economy.

As Enrico Moretti showed in his landmark book, The New Geography of 
Jobs, even service workers were paid more in locations where the innova-
tion economy was thriving. But making $14 an hour as a barista doesn’t 
help much when the average house goes for a couple million dollars, as 
it does in Silicon Valley—and therein lay the problem.

The tech economy concentrated wealth in a few major cities—New 
York, San Francisco, Los Angeles—while the rest of the United States 
was left behind. Even within those cities, some neighborhoods became 
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unbelievably prosperous, while others—only a few miles away or some-
times even a few blocks away—withered. And sometimes, strangely 
enough, both happened in the same location, with a booming economy 
laid atop a struggling neighborhood—as in Houston’s East End.

This is the conundrum of economic development today. Places are 
improved by prosperity—indeed, places cannot thrive without prosperity. 
But in a society with deepening inequality, places (and people) can also be 
overrun by prosperity. So how do you restore the balance between place 
and prosperity in a way that is equitable? This question goes to the most 
fundamental question about cities today: Can they truly be a vehicle for 
upward mobility, or will they simply be a space shared by the rich and 
poor while middle-class folks—to the extent that they still exist—flee to 
the suburbs or even the exurbs?

No one knows the answer for sure. The Community Benefits Agreement 
approach taken by East River (and many other developers around the 
country) constitutes a kind of “mitigation” approach: Let’s give something 
back to the community to make up for the harm we’re doing. The Concept 
Neighborhood approach is more like a “do no harm” approach, or at least 
a “do as little harm as possible” approach: Let’s give the neighborhood as 
many opportunities as possible.

Efforts to ensure affordable housing and job opportunities for residents 
in long-neglected neighborhoods are key to ensuring that those neigh-
borhoods remain vital and diverse in the future. For cities to work, their 
markets have to work, and in a world where some people have a lot of 
money and most people don’t, it’s very hard for markets to work properly.

The anti-gentrification approaches taken in recent years sometimes 
seem like mere bandages, dulling the problem but not solving it. But 
that’s why we need to keep trying different approaches, like the Concept 
Neighborhood idea, that take advantage of market trends—but respect 
the underlying culture and economics of gentrifying neighborhoods.

Two Houston Developments Show Two Approaches to Gentrification
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Climate Adaptation Networks Drive 
Resilience and Transformation

Melissa Ocana

Originally published January 21, 2022 in Philanthropy News Digest

The challenges local governments and nonprofits face today are almost 
absurdly daunting. Setting aside the perennial struggle to reconcile 

ever-growing needs and ever-shrinking budgets, the pandemic has dev-
astated community health and local economies. Then there’s the massive, 
long-term challenge that exacerbates everything: the unprecedented storms, 
floods, fires, droughts, and heat waves of a changing climate. 

Yet some local government and nonprofit staff charged with preparing 
for the effects of climate change have found hope—and help—in an 
unlikely source: their peers in other cities, near and far, in their region, 
and across the country. And philanthropy is playing an important role 
in nurturing these connections.

Networks offer a solution
Today, climate change adaptation networks and collaboratives are sprout-
ing across the country, bringing people together for coordinated action 
and learning to protect human and natural communities.

Climate change is a complex and all-encompassing challenge, which 
requires innovative, multidisciplinary, cross-sectoral, and cross-govern-
ment solutions. Climate adaptation networks foster connections among 
people who might not otherwise cross paths, and serve as structures for 
building capacity and expertise that enable more effective responses to 
climate change, from planning to implementing projects on the ground. 
By investing in these nascent efforts, funders can target their support to 
the frontline professionals best positioned to build resilience and trans-
formation in response to climate impacts.
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In a time when in-person conferences and formal structures are increas-
ingly difficult to maintain, networks are an essential way to connect the 
ecosystem of practitioners, researchers, and decision makers working 
in a particular region or on a specific topic. Network members share 
knowledge and resources and develop coordinated responses to prob-
lems—such as flooding—that typically transcend political boundaries 
and siloed sectors. These networks take many forms, but more often than 
not, they exist as a flexible, virtual web of communications channels to 
share real-time information, coupled with structured meetings designed 
to support relationship building and collective learning.

At the heart of these efforts is an emphasis on building lasting community 
and developing relationships; this emphasis is what makes this collaborative 
model unique and impactful in the face of an overwhelming challenge. Having 
these trusted relationships and pathways to partnerships in place through 
collaboratives means that network members can be more nimble in figuring 
out the best adaptation actions to take and responding iteratively as they learn.

Importantly, the qualities that make collaboratives and networks ideal 
channels for tackling climate change also make them responsive to other 
emerging crises, including COVID-19. Climate collaboratives are poised 
to be flexible, since they are founded on principles of adaptive management, 
allowing these networks to course-correct in real time. While the pandemic 
has challenged the capacity of adaptation networks, for many it has also 
fostered a greater sense of community within and across these networks 
and opened up new opportunities for partnership and collaboration.

Case Study: Resilient Mystic Collaborative
A prime example is the Resilient Mystic Collaborative (RMC), a part-
nership of twenty communities in a Boston-area watershed working to 
address climate vulnerabilities like flooding that do not fit neatly within 
the political demarcations defining cities and towns. The RMC was 
formed in 2018 by senior municipal staff and Mystic River Watershed 
Association staff committed to working across political boundaries to 
address climate change challenges beyond their control. To combat flood-
ing downstream, the RMC analyzed more than 400 parcels of land to 
determine where creation of stormwater wetlands would most effectively 
store water upstream. Along with mitigating flooding, these wetlands 
provide co-benefits to people and nature, such as access to green space 
and wildlife habitat. Building on this work, the RMC is analyzing places 
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where flooding most severely harms vulnerable communities to identify 
locally appropriate solutions, such as removing pavement to allow water 
to filter into the ground.

Going into the pandemic, the RMC already had impressive accom-
plishments under its belt and a clear focus on social resilience at the 
core of its practice, as evidenced by its social resiliency work group. This 
regional collaborative had already strengthened relationships across munic-
ipalities so they were well positioned to work together when faced with 
COVID-19. These partnerships facilitated an initiative for rapid and 
informed deployment of emergency funding from the Barr Foundation 
to manage extreme heat in COVID-stricken communities in summer 
2020. Critical to the implementation of this pilot program for COVID-
safe cooling strategies (such as tree plantings and A/C distribution) was 
the trust already established among municipal staff, community-based 
organizations, regional planners, and the RMC convener, the Mystic 
River Watershed Association.

Philanthropy’s role in network building
Philanthropic partners have played a critical role in enabling transfor-
mative change at regional and network scales. Several successful climate 
collaboratives have gotten off the ground thanks to insightful initial 
investments by foundation partners who prioritized the value of regional 
collaboration. Despite their nimble, cooperative nature, these collab-
oratives require careful stewardship and attention to thrive, which, in 
turn, requires designating and supporting the staff who facilitate and 
foster connections and conversations. The RMC was founded with seed 
funding from the Barr Foundation to support full-time staff facilitation 
and technical expertise. This relatively small investment has already had 
an amplified impact, as it has enabled RMC staff to bring in millions in 
funding for projects, advocate for additional public resources for adapta-
tion, and propose updates to policies to allow for innovative adaptation 
actions on the ground. When faced with disasters like extreme weather 
events or the pandemic, philanthropic organizations can leverage these 
networks—with their durable connections that are ready to respond when 
crises emerge—to quickly mobilize relief efforts.

Scaling support for networks
While there is much to be done to grow and sustain each adaptation col-
laborative, supporting individual networks alone is not enough. Network 
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leaders operating in isolation may find themselves struggling—reinvent-
ing the wheel and lacking the support needed to succeed in their work. 
Encouraging peer-to-peer learning and coordination across networks can 
help address these challenges and build lasting relationships. Initiatives 
such as the Regional Collaboratives Forum and the Network of Networks 
Group bring together climate adaptation network leaders to scale lessons 
learned and promote peer knowledge exchange among networks across 
the country. These efforts also provide a supportive community of peers, 
fostering social resilience and camaraderie in the face of overwhelming 
challenges. This community building can ultimately help make network 
facilitators more effective and inspired to drive resilience and transfor-
mation in their own regions.

Moving forward together
It is clear that the collaboration and partnership building of networks are 
transforming how our country adapts to a changing climate. These regional 
adaptation networks foster lasting relationships and build capacity for 
action, which has become all the more important in a world reshaped by 
COVID. We are inspired by those in the philanthropic community who 
have already recognized the potential of adaptation networks and hope to 
see more partnerships and support for coordination and collaboration. If 
we are to have any hope of responding and transforming quickly enough 
to the wicked challenges of climate change, we must come together to 
share lessons learned and build on each other’s work.
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Infrastructure Funding Offers 
Unprecedented Opportunity to Build 
Community-Level Climate Resilience

Mark Rupp

Originally published March 25, 2022 in American City & County

Last month, the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released 
its Sixth Assessment Report. At the core of the report is a stark warning 

that, to date, our efforts to adapt to the changing climate are not enough to 
protect people and ecosystems around the globe.

But here in the United States, there is some good news. The Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law (BIL), passed by Congress and signed by President Joe 
Biden in November, offers state, regional, local and tribal governments 
vital resources to plan and implement equitable adaptation strategies. 
The White House and lawmakers say that some $47 billion of the $1.2 
trillion total is slated for “resilience.”

Federal officials rightly point to dedicated funding in BIL to address 
drought conditions in the west, the Building Resilient Infrastructure and 
Communities program managed by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) to support communities reduce risks from disasters, the 
Weatherization Assistance Program and more.

But lawmakers only seeing resilience in a modest portion of BIL masks 
the real opportunity. At the Georgetown Climate Center, we see resil-
ience woven throughout the entirety of BIL. Every dollar in BIL must be 
invested with an eye toward building resilience and reducing the impacts 
of a warming planet on our communities.

The fact is, climate change is already affecting every aspect of our 
lives—how and where food can be grown; the safety of our communities 
from extreme heat and weather events; where we live, play and work; our 
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health; and more. That’s why it is crucial that all our nation’s infrastructure 
investments are implemented to withstand climate change conditions 
for decades to come.

In that light, it’s encouraging that BIL resources flow not just through 
the Department of Transportation (not surprising given the bill’s emphasis 
on transportation infrastructure), but also through the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), Department of the Interior, Department of 
Homeland Security, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Department of 
Commerce (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration), Depart-
ment of Energy and Department of Health and Human Services.

Every dollar of BIL supports resilience
Just two weeks ago, EPA released an implementation memorandum for 
its tens of billions of dollars in State Revolving Funds (SRFs). While 
much of this funding is appropriately directed toward vital efforts like 
replacing toxic lead pipes, there is tremendous flexibility for states to use 
their Clean Water and Safe Drinking Water SRFs to promote conser-
vation and upgrade stormwater systems to better handle climate-fueled 
floods and other disasters—all critical for building resilient communities, 
even though these funds are not included in the $47 billion called out 
for “resilience.”

At the heart of resilience planning is sound science and data. The BIL 
includes $65 billion for the Department of Commerce to improve access 
to broadband internet that will, for example, support farmers in rural 
America. Beth Ford, CEO of Land O’Lakes, observes that broadband will 
help farmers optimize their productivity. That’s critical in a changing cli-
mate: broadband will connect farmers to networks that will support their 
understanding of climate vulnerabilities and how they can address them 
with precision agriculture and other technologies. And data collected by 
farmers is hugely valuable to scientists and agencies. These opportunities 
aren’t captured in the $47 billion figure, either.

States need to be ready to receive billions of dollars and work with 
communities
Because climate affects every aspect of our lives, it is imperative that 
states and communities think holistically about what their needs are and 
how to organize themselves to bring in and deploy resources. Given the 
historic amount of funding in BIL, and how much of the money states 

Section III: Policy and Funding



81•  

will be responsible for distributing, states are realizing they may need new 
governance structures to make sure the money is invested strategically 
in communities. Just as President Biden appointed former New Orleans 
Mayor Mitch Landrieu as The White House Infrastructure Coordinator, 
many governors are appointing their own Infrastructure Directors or 
Coordinators.

In Arkansas, Governor Asa Hutchinson is taking a particularly robust 
“whole of government” approach. Through Executive Order 20-19, the 
governor brings together all cabinet agencies that report to him to ensure 
that, as money flows, “the State of Arkansas, its citizens and businesses real-
ize the maximum relief and benefits available” under the law. That opens 
the door for engagement with groups like the Arkansas Municipal League, 
Arkansas Black Mayors Association, Association of Arkansas Counties and 
more. To ensure that all levels of government can best leverage resources 
across communities, states must also engage with disadvantaged commu-
nities, philanthropies, non-profit organizations and others.

Also crucial is coordination among the federal government, states, 
local governments and tribes. Here, too, there is good news. Federal 
agencies have considerable experience coordinating investments while 
supporting local capacity in communities. For example, then-President 
Barack Obama launched the Strong Cities, Strong Communities Ini-
tiative (SC2) to bring a whole-of-government approach to supporting 
chronically distressed cities.

We know that needs in each city vary and approaches to address them 
vary, too. SC2 was designed to be a fulsome effort to collaborate across 
the federal and local governments with foundations, non-profit organi-
zations, private sector partners and more. Similarly, the Hurricane Sandy 
Rebuilding Task Force was a model for bringing state, local and federal 
agencies together to rebuild storm-ravaged communities in New York 
and New Jersey.

If there was a shortcoming of SC2, it was that resources were limited. 
Agencies had to cobble together whatever resources they had to contribute. 
That is not the case with BIL—by a long shot.

Of course, what really matters is that these dollars reach the communi-
ties that need them most, especially disadvantaged communities that have 
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all too often faced obstacles to badly needed resources and experienced 
decades of underinvestment.

The IPCC report reminds us that we are far from meeting the challenge 
of climate adaptation. But the BIL offers us a transformational opportu-
nity to invest over a trillion dollars in line with the Administration’s goal 
to prepare our nation for a changing climate, now and into the future.

It’s an opportunity we must seize.

Section III: Policy and Funding
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How the Justice40 Accelerator Builds 
Community Groups’ Capacity 

to Receive Federal Funding
Laurie Mazur

Originally published March 30, 2022 in Inside Philanthropy

The Biden administration’s Justice40 Initiative was created with com-
munities like Highland Park, Michigan, in mind. Launched in 2021, 

Justice40 aims to deliver 40% of federal investments in climate resilience 
and clean energy to “disadvantaged communities.”

By some definitions, Highland Park qualifies as “disadvantaged.” A 
municipality outside the City of Detroit, Highland Park has been hard 
hit by disinvestment, deindustrialization, and the many manifestations 
of systemic racism. Its residents, who are mostly people of color, have a 
median household income of about $21,000 per year.

But the residents of Highland Park are not defined by disadvantage. 
They are generating creative solutions to the climate crisis, while working 
to heal the environmental and social injustices that have harmed their 
community. When the local utility repossessed the cash-strapped city’s 
streetlights, a group called Soulardarity installed solar-powered lights. 
Soulardarity and other members of the Highland Park Community Crisis 
Coalition (HPC3) are also building net-zero housing and community 
centers, and transforming blighted city blocks into a sustainable eco-village.

It’s the kind of work—and the kind of community—that Justice40 
promised to support. But Justice40 presented the members of HPC3 with 
a kind of Catch-22: They lacked the capacity to apply for the funding 
they need to boost their capacity. Applying for federal grants requires 
community groups to “basically halt the work they’re doing to do full-
time organizing, paperwork and coordination,” says Stacey Grant, who 
is working with HPC3. “It’s a behemoth of a lift.”
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Enter the Justice40 Accelerator. Led by the Partnership for Southern 
Equity in collaboration with Elevate, Groundswell, The Hummingbird 
Firm and The Solutions Project, the accelerator builds the capacity of 
front-line community groups to apply for funding under the Justice40 
Initiative.

The accelerator launched in the spring of 2021 with early seed support 
from The JPB Foundation; other funders then joined, including the 
David and Lucile Packard Foundation, the Kresge Foundation, and the 
Builders Initiative. HPC3 is among the accelerator’s inaugural cohort 
of 52 organizations, which were selected from a pool of 320 applicants.

Hands-on help
The accelerator offers a broad menu of services to the cohort groups—
including identifying opportunities and partners, informational briefings, 
and hands-on help with applications for Justice40 funding.

Simply flagging opportunities takes significant effort. “There are 
resources out there, but folks don’t have hours to sift through them,” says 
Angelina Benson-Glanz of Elevate, who works closely with the acceler-
ator cohort. So, the accelerator hired two “navigators,” to do the sifting. 

“Having someone who can send you targeted grant opportunities is hugely 
beneficial,” says Benson-Glanz.

Of course, identifying opportunities is just the start. In Highland Park, 
Juan Shannon, founder of HPC3 member Parker Village, describes the 
frustrating experience of applying for federal funds: “They’re looking to 
give X amount of dollars for people to do A, B and C. And you say, ‘Oh, 
great, that’s what we’re doing. Then they say, ‘Oh, by the way, we need 
you to have three years of financial statements. And by the way, you have 
to have insurance.’ It’s kind of disheartening.”

Those requirements can be more than disheartening. In some cases, 
community groups use their own capital to launch projects, with the 
expectation that they will be reimbursed with federal funds. Failure to 
meet every requirement can put the reimbursement—and the organiza-
tion’s survival—at risk. So by ensuring careful compliance, the accelerator 
and its supporters can “de-risk the capital” provided by the federal gov-
ernment, says Christina Cummings, VP of operations at the Partnership 
for Southern Equity.
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Multidirectional learning
Among the accelerator cohort and its partners, learning flows in many 
directions. Shortly after launching the accelerator, staff met with each 
cohort member and designed the program to meet the groups’ needs. “We 
have learned so much from the cohort organizations,” says Benson-Glanz.

The accelerator also helps community groups and agency staff learn 
from one another. By brokering meetings with officials from federal 
agencies tasked with distributing funds under Justice40, the accelerator 
helps community groups improve the quality of their proposals. At the 
same time, agency staff learn about the barriers facing community groups 
as they navigate the federal funding maze—and how to make their pro-
grams more accessible.

Most importantly, the accelerator’s cohort groups learn from one 
another. Through informal “chill and chat” gatherings, cohort members 
share challenges and best practices across organizations and geogra-
phies. And they have come to see their organizations as part of a larger 
movement.

“Coming out of those conversations was a strong desire to think about 
how they can work together to raise their voice and advocate for change 
at the federal level,” says Benson-Glanz.

Measuring success
It is still early days for the Justice40 Accelerator. The initiative is less 
than a year old. But the inaugural cohort already has successes to report: 
Thirteen groups have submitted proposals related to Justice40; three have 
received funding so far.

But receiving a federal grant is not the accelerator’s only metric of 
success. In fact, success may lie in deciding not to apply. “If they decide 
with their power and agency that they don’t want to apply for federal 
funding because it’s not good for them, that’s a success story, as well,” 
says Cummings.

Or success might lie in finding a partner, such as a city agency, with 
which to apply. Some Justice40 grants can only go to municipalities; 
others encourage joint applications by city agencies and nonprofits. By 
building the capacity of community groups, the accelerator puts those 
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groups on more equal footing with their municipal partners, giving them 
more power to shape the proposal.

That’s what happened in Highland Park. With help from the accelerator, 
HPC3 developed an application to serve as a pilot community for the 
Department of Energy’s Communities LEAP program. If they are chosen, 
Communities LEAP would provide technical assistance to transition the 
City of Highland Park to 100% clean energy. In effect, this would scale 
up the work HPC3 is now doing—one streetlight, abandoned building, 
and city block at a time.

For years, the community groups that form HPC3 have tried to get the 
city on board with their vision of a sustainable, solar-powered Highland 
Park. But they were met with resistance.

“Sometimes, they don’t understand and say, ‘Why can’t we just do it 
the old way?’” says Shamayim “Mama Shu” Harris, founder of Avalon 
Village, a member organization of HPC3. But, as their proposal gained 
momentum and community support, the City of Highland Park agreed 
to be the lead applicant for the DOE application. “They decided, ‘If you 
can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.’”

According to Rafael Mojica, program director at Soulardarity, the city’s 
turnaround reflects years of hard work by members of HPC3. He also 
credits the accelerator for identifying the opportunity that galvanized 
support. “Without that collective effort, this initiative wouldn’t see the 
light of day in Highland Park,” says Mojica..

Keeping the promise
Justice40 promises to right historic wrongs by ensuring that the hardest-hit 
communities reap the benefits of federal investments in climate and clean 
energy. But most front-line communities lack the capacity to navigate 
the federal funding maze, so the current, inequitable power structure 
remains intact. “If we want a different result, we need new channels for 
distributing resources,” say Lois DeBacker, managing director of the 
Kresge Foundation’s environment program.

The Justice40 Accelerator is one such channel. With a relatively modest 
investment of philanthropic resources, the accelerator could leverage 
significant federal support for communities—like Highland Park—that 
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are advancing transformative solutions but have long been denied the 
resources they need to succeed. 

To fulfill the transformative promise of this moment, funders must 
take care not to replicate the systems that created the inequitable status 
quo. “Philanthropy should not reproduce the loops of structural racism 
and inequality by having reporting and compliance requirements that are 
similar to the federal government,” says Christina Cummings. “When 
they are in partnership with front-line organizations, the relationship 
must be built on trust.”

With trust, funders can unlock the wisdom and creativity that resides 
in so-called “disadvantaged” communities. “We need to move away from 
models that seek to ‘save’ communities,” says Yianice Hernandez, senior 
program officer at the JPB Foundation, “and work to better equip commu-
nities to strengthen the beauty and talent that already exist within them.”

Justice40 Accelerator Builds Community Groups’ Capacity to Receive Funding
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A Strategy for Tackling Housing and 
Climate Crises Simultaneously

Kimberly Lyle and Joseph Kriesberg

Originally published May 7, 2022 in CommonWealth Magazine

Two crises are bearing down on our state. There’s the critical short-
age of affordable housing, which leaves ever more of our neighbors 

unable to keep a roof over their heads. And there is the climate crisis, 
which promises more powerful storms, flooding, and deadly heat waves.

These crises demand urgent action. Now, a diverse coalition of housing, 
environmental, and faith-based organizations has come up with a plan 
to tackle both at once. The HERO Coalition urges the Massachusetts 
Legislature to raise the deeds excise tax—paid when real estate changes 
hands—to a level comparable with other Northeastern states. This could 
generate as much as $600 million annually for investments in climate 
and affordable housing.

The need for these investments is clear. Our shortage of affordable hous-
ing—already dire before the pandemic—has grown even worse. Renting 
an average two-bedroom apartment in Massachusetts now requires an 
income of $35.52 per hour—so a couple working two full-time, mini-
mum-wage jobs would still fall short. Hundreds of thousands of families 
have missed rent or mortgage payments due to the pandemic, and thou-
sands more face eviction.

To be sure, the Commonwealth has taken important steps to address 
the housing crisis—with state-funded public housing, rental assistance, 
a low-income housing tax credit, and newly enacted improvements to 
our zoning laws. But these measures are overtaken by the growing scale 
of need. Less than a third of those who qualify for housing assistance 
in Massachusetts actually receive it. Most of our state’s lowest-income 
residents bear crushing rent burdens, often forgoing food, healthcare, and 
other necessities just to remain housed.
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Meanwhile, the climate crisis poses an existential threat to our state—
and our future. The world’s scientists say we are running out of time to 
bend the curve of greenhouse gas emissions and prevent catastrophic 
warming. Climate change is already harming our region, with fast-rising 
sea levels and dangerous heat waves, among other impacts. More than 
15 percent of properties in Massachusetts are at risk of flooding over the 
next 30 years. Boston, with the highest number of flood-prone properties, 
will see a 45 percent increase in flood risk by 2050.

The housing and climate crises converge, especially in our state’s lower 
income communities with particularly negative impacts on households 
of color that have been denied equitable access to housing and economic 
opportunity. For example, Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood faces an 
acute housing shortage. In recent years, an influx of highly paid workers 
has sent rents skyward, driving out long-term residents.

At the same time, the legacy of racist zoning practices increases vul-
nerability to climate impacts. Beginning in the 1930s, the federal Home 
Owner’s Loan Corporation drew red lines around Black neighborhoods on 
urban maps, deeming those areas unfit for investment. Formerly “redlined” 
neighborhoods—including parts of Dorchester—still bear the scars of 
discrimination. Often in low-lying areas with poor infrastructure, they are 
25 percent more likely to be flooded than their whiter, wealthier counter-
parts. And, lacking tree cover and parks, formerly redlined neighborhoods 
are hotter than their non-redlined neighbors 94 percent of the time.

In Dorchester and across the state, rising rents and rising temperatures 
compound residents’ challenges. But as the problems converge, the solu-
tions can, too.

Today, we must reduce greenhouse gas emissions from our buildings 
while protecting homes and neighborhoods from flooding and other cli-
mate risks. And we must do this while making housing more affordable, 
not less. The HERO Act brings these solutions together into one bill.

The HERO Coalition urges the Massachusetts  Legislature to double 
the deeds excise tax from $4.56 to $9.12 per $1,000 in sales price. This 
would bring us in line with neighboring states: New Hampshire’s tax 
is a whopping $15 per $1,000; in New York and Vermont it is $12.50. 
HERO would generate as much as $600 million in new revenue each year.
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Half of the new revenue would go to affordable housing programs—the 
Affordable Housing Trust Fund and the Housing Stabilization and Preser-
vation Trust Fund—serving both renters and low- and moderate-income 
homebuyers. The other half would go to the Global Warming Solutions 
Trust Fund, which would protect neighborhoods, homes, and businesses 
from the impacts of climate change while also investing in mitigation 
solutions, like energy efficiency, that will enable us to meet our state’s 
ambitious climate goals.

Raising the deeds excise tax is an equitable way to generate revenue. 
It is progressive because the tax is linked to real estate prices, buyers and 
sellers of high-end homes pay more. And it is affordable for lower-income 
homebuyers as well. Most families only pay the tax once or twice in their 
lifetime and it is amortized over the life of their mortgage.

The housing and climate crises are increasingly urgent, and we no 
longer have the luxury of addressing them one at a time. But this dual 
challenge is also an opportunity. We can meet the need for affordable 
housing with homes that are healthier for residents, more energy efficient 
and more climate resilient.

While the state has significant ARPA funds to deploy right now, HERO 
revenue would likely kick in just as the ARPA funds begin to deplete, 
ensuring that we can sustain investments now being launched. As state 
legislators consider proposals on housing and climate, the HERO Act 
deserves their support.

Section III: Policy and Funding
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Congress Must Fish or Cut Bait 
on Marine Aquaculture

Nicholas P. Sullivan

Originally published June 9, 2022 in The Hill

M ost of the seafood Americans eat is farmed shrimp and salmon, 
along with canned tuna—often from the other side of the world. 

The U.S., which is the largest global importer of fish, imports 70 to 85 
percent of its seafood at a cost of $22 billion, leading to a $17 billion 
seafood-trade deficit.

One way to change this dynamic is to increase our production of fish. 
The supply of wild fish has been steady for the last three decades, but 
aquaculture is the fastest growing form of food production in the world. 
The U.S. has a minuscule share of the global market and is ranked 18th in 
the world. Developing a more robust marine-aquaculture industry would 
increase the supply of domestic, fresh fish; help reduce the seafood-trade 
deficit; provide a product farmed to higher environmental standards; and 
create jobs in coastal communities.

The AQUAA Act (Advancing the Quality and Understanding of Amer-
ican Aquaculture), introduced in Congress in late 2021, is a key building 
block for such a 21st-century industry. Versions of this bill have been 
floating around Congress since 2018. Previous aquaculture bills failed 
in 2005, 2007, 2009 and 2011. It’s time to fish or cut bait—and begin 
debate on a bipartisan bill that could deliver some clarity on a contentious 
issue that the U.S. needs to resolve.

The National Aquaculture Act of 1980 established aquaculture as a 
national policy priority for the U.S. But that policy, largely aimed at 
fresh-water farming, has not evolved to keep pace with the change in 
aquaculture over the last 42 years—particularly the rise of marine aqua-
culture (mariculture). By contrast, the Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA), 
which governs wild fisheries, was signed into law in 1976 and amended 
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in 1996 and 2007. The MSA has made the U.S. a global leader and model 
for responsible, wild-fisheries management.

I see the AQUAA Act as a long-overdue companion to the MSA. The 
U.S., with more ocean territory than any other country in the world 
except for France, has a great opportunity to build on its fisheries-man-
agement reputation and become a world leader in responsible ocean-based 
aquaculture.

Aquaculture on land and up to three miles offshore is managed by 
the states in conjunction with federal agencies. Aquaculture in federal 
waters—3 miles to 200 miles off the coast—is allowed but almost no 
projects have been permitted. This is largely a function of complex and 
cumbersome application and regulatory processes and the lack of a lease 
provision necessary to attract investment. Lawsuits from wild-capture fish-
ermen and environmental groups have also slowed the permitting process.

The AQUAA Act directs the Department of Commerce to create an 
Office of Offshore Aquaculture within the National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries to coordinate regulatory and 
scientific issues. The bill aims to uphold existing environmental standards 
and identify areas particularly well-suited for aquaculture. Notably, the 
bill would grant successful applicants a 25-year permit for “offshore aqua-
culture to be conducted in an aquaculture opportunity area,” although 
this language is somewhat vague and should be strengthened.

Critics say the bill would authorize “industrial” farming with delete-
rious environmental effects and negative impacts on native, wild stocks. 
Some say it would lead to a privatization of the sea by granting long-term 
tenure of ocean acreage to individuals or corporate interests. Others 
say a new law is not necessary and that current federal regulations are 
sufficient. Advocates say the bill would create jobs, push the U.S. into 
a lead position in a dynamic industry, reduce the seafood trade deficit 
and rebuild local and regional fish distribution systems—a boon to both 
wild and farmed fish.

The Senate bill has been referred to the Committee on Commerce, 
Science, and Transportation. A related House bill has been referred to 
the Subcommittee on Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation. There’s 
a lot to talk about, so let’s start talking.
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SEC: Step up on Climate Change
Daniel Reich

Originally published July 10, 2022 in The Hill

It is no secret that time is running out to address climate change. The 
Earth is now warmer than any time since before the last ice age. Children 

born this year could live to see parts of the Eastern seaboard swallowed 
by the ocean and, by the end of this century, climate change could be 
the cause of 4.6 million excess deaths each year.

Despite this urgent challenge, last week the Supreme Court gutted the 
Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) capacity to mitigate climate 
change. Justice Elena Kagan said it bluntly, “Today the Court strips 
the Environmental Protection Agency of the power Congress gave it to 
respond to ‘the most pressing challenge of our time.’” In a gridlocked 
Congress, there are not enough votes to enact meaningful legislation to 
address climate change, such as a carbon tax. And Biden’s climate plan 
to promote electric vehicles is being eviscerated by the Senate.

Rather than despair, it’s time to get “creative” on climate, says Gina 
McCarthy, President Biden’s national climate adviser and former EPA 
administrator during the Obama administration.

Here’s a creative—and underutilized—strategy. The federal Securities 
and Exchange Commission (SEC) can shift investment away from fossil 
fuels, while protecting investors and stockholders, by requiring publicly 
traded corporations to disclose their impact on (and vulnerability to) 
climate change.

In fact, SEC’s Regulation S-K, was clarified in 2010 to emphasize that 
climate disclosures are required. According to CERES, a nonprofit that 
evaluates climate disclosures, “nearly half of the 600 largest U.S. compa-
nies…still do not provide decision-useful disclosures on climate-related 
risks. Those that do often provide disclosures that are merely boilerplate 
or too brief, and effectively meaningless.” Worse, the SEC has taken zero 



 •  94

enforcement actions to comply with the 2010 clarification of Regulation 
S-K.

The result is that businesses shortchange investors and the public by 
“green washing”—providing glowing reports of their activities that are 
not supported by their business practices.  

Encouragingly, the SEC recently proposed a new, more expansive rule 
to require climate disclosures. But the proposed rule has extended com-
pliance dates for the most basic information.  This means that—assuming 
the SEC decides to enforce the proposed rule—it would take effect in 
three years, at the earliest.

In other words, the SEC is acting too late to assist in the current 
Biden climate agenda. If the next president is hostile to climate action, 
or if future leadership of the SEC is unwilling to enforce climate-related 
regulations, the expanded rule will be a fruitless gesture.

That’s why the SEC must act now. It can start with enforcement of the 
rule already on the books. There is strong legal authority and an existing 
regulatory framework for this approach. Further, there is a private bar 
willing to file shareholder suits if inaccurate or misleading information 
is disclosed.

In addition, the SEC can move up its compliance schedule for its pro-
posed regulation. This will not be an unfair surprise to corporations, as 
they have been on notice for at least 12 years since the 2010 regulation was 
issued. And there’s more the SEC can do, as outlined in a detailed action 
plan submitted to the SEC by the Environmental Protection Network.

Policymakers and the courts can argue over whether Congress or federal 
agencies should take the lead on climate action. But it’s hard to argue 
that investors should be kept in the dark on climate impacts. That’s why 
the SEC must step up, before it’s too late.
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An Equity Point of View on 
the Inflation Reduction Act

Tamara Toles O’Laughlin

Originally published August 19, 2022 in The Hill

The United States has crossed a threshold after decades of intrepid 
attempts to build political will for climate action. While it is import-

ant to recognize the shift in momentum, and its value, we can’t dismiss 
that it prioritizes investments in projects over people, again.

The movement for people and planet has taken shape since the era of 
industrialization as Indigenous, enslaved and colonized peoples trans-
formed these lands through their labor, warning of extraction, pollution 
and degradation over generations. Modern movements marked the 
struggle with the formation of the environmental justice movement, the 
development of the 17 principles in 1991, the Jemez principles in 1996 
and the emergence of whole organizations focused on conservation and 
the nonprofit industrial complex.

All of it, the blood, tears and the emergence of an environmental 
lobby led to the possibility of the historic compromise, the Inflation 
Reduction Act. As the new law is enacted it will move billions of dollars 
into the marketplace and send a signal across the globe that America is 
committed to fighting the climate crisis as a part of a multinational duty 
to future generations.

At a minimum we can agree that the bargain puts money on the 
table for clean energy research and development, heavy duty and car 
transportation, as well as drought mitigation in the West. And most 
importantly, it adds certainty to renewable energy development through 
extension of investment tax and production credits that can support 
deployment of wind and solar that can translate to accessible energy 
for people and planet.
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Unfortunately, the impact of this legislation cannot strictly be measured 
in dollars and cents. As the world judges the value of legislative action in 
the U.S., the movement that delivered it, over decades, is struggling to 
hold onto the people, networks and relational infrastructure that could 
best advocate to realize the potential of the bargain. Whether the advocates 
are students, parishioners, parents or protestors putting their bodies on 
the line, the power of people is the real hero.

As news of the compromise that led to new law spread faster than the 
details within the legislation, communities voiced concerns about the 
opaqueness of dealmaking and demanded protection of vulnerable places 
and people. The release of the final text confirmed those fears and about 
the closed-door nature of the negotiation in contravention to community 
practice of participatory coalitions. And all that trust-building practice 
is how we collectively determine our trajectory for emissions, conditions 
of survival, loss and damage.

The next step to realizing any benefits of the Inflation Reduction Act 
is understanding the forewarnings of our movement partners. The work 
of the environmental movement is actually multitudes of strategy, tactics 
and agendas that come together for as an expansive a vision that has ever 
existed because it includes all of us. And that kind of power needs to be 
tended, coordinated, and mended in moments like these. We cannot do 
the work of people and planet without deferential commitments to the 
most vulnerable, that include resource redistribution and a non-nego-
tiable practice of racial equity that is sensitive to the reality that the ways 
are as important as the means. It matters that Black, Indigenous, and 
all people of color, the chronically poor and people who live in regions 
where energy extraction threatens their lives are raising concerns. And 
it matters right now.

Now is the time when the connections between environmental deg-
radation in the U.S. South and global south matter. Now is the time 
when race-based discrimination and systemic exclusion should sharpen 
our focus on the  priority, sequence and scale of investments for innova-
tion. It is only by widening the lens of our policy and practice that we 
reach the scale the environmental crisis requires, and restore public lands, 
watersheds, coastal communities, rural and urban communities with 
sustainable, replicable and life-sustaining energy. A win in this moment 
is one that aligns with the principles of just transition which require a 

Section III: Policy and Funding



97•  

just redistribution of resources that meet the litmus test of community 
benefits, not just market demands.

As the conversation about this landmark legislation shifts to a staid 
pace of regulatory, state, local, community and territorial forums the 
true impact of the legislation will be borne out. In the meantime, the 
whole movement should be making plans to undergird the people and 
places that the bargain leaves vulnerable for deep extraction, incumbent 
permits, pipelines and bureaucratic process. Because despite the global 
calls for racial equity we haven’t made it a political reality here at home. 
And until the work of communities of color is seen as essential and not 
optional for climate, our work remains unfinished. Until the work of 
justice for racialized peoples is irrevocable in environment and climate 
wins, we should not dare to declare victory.

An Equity Point of View on the Inflation Reduction Act



98

Trickle-Down Climate Risk Regulation
Anne M. Perrault and Gaël Giraud

Originally published September 1, 2022 in Science

Climate change impacts—including flooding, wildfires, and crop fail-
ures—are destroying ecosystems, homes, infrastructure, farms, and 

businesses. Regulators around the globe are paying increasing attention 
to what these events mean for banks and the financial system, with several 
attending not only to bank impacts from, but also bank contributions to, 
climate change. The European Central Bank, for example, is signaling to 
banks that they must plan and make their transition away from financing 
of fossil fuels—to respond not only to their own risks but also to the 
science pointing to the necessity of this transition for the planet and 
financial system. Yet in the US, the primary regulators of national and 
community banks are narrowly zeroing in on risks posed to the largest 
banks—those with over $100 billion in total consolidated assets—with-
out attention to these banks’ role in financing greenhouse gas–emitting 
activities and what they mean for other important financial actors. Such 
a “trickle-down” approach to regulation—assuming that protecting big 
banks will protect other, smaller financial entities and the financial system 
more broadly—obscures the financial crisis that is already underway and 
inadequately responds to scientific evidence on distinctive features of 
climate risk and impacts.

Big banks should be worried about climate risks. Loans for fossil fuel–
related activities are at risk of rapidly losing value, causing banks that hold 
them to suffer major losses. Bank balance sheets will also suffer when 
property damage creates loan defaults. Still, despite promises by most to 
reach “net-zero” emissions by 2050, big US banks remain the world’s largest 
fossil fuel financiers, apparently believing they can ditch their fossil assets 
before the energy transition torpedoes their value and that physical impacts 
to investments in one location can be offset by safe investments elsewhere.

By focusing on threats to big banks, draft climate risk guidance by the 
US Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC) and the Federal 
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Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) is treating climate risks like the 
financial risks that spurred the last global financial crisis. Yet science 
shows that climate change poses new and substantial risks, requiring 
greater attention to the interconnectedness of financial and environmental 
systems and what those relationships imply for other financial actors and 
risk management measures. As climate change simultaneously, repeat-
edly, and often permanently affects natural and human systems across 
geographic areas—and as borrowers and taxpayers struggle to pay their 
bills in response—many community banks and municipalities, ignored 
by the trickle-down approach, could fail. A report to the US Commodity 
Futures Trading Commission suggests that such repeated “subsystemic” 
shocks are initiating “a systemic crisis in slow motion.”

Despite having only 15% of total industry loans, community banks are 
lifelines for rural and underserved communities, representing ~90% of 
regulated US banks. With lending concentrated in agriculture, mortgages, 
and commercial real estate, they are especially vulnerable to climate change. 
As issuers of $3.8 trillion in bonds, municipalities also play a critical role, 
their health affecting the financial health of bondholders. A municipality 
hit hard by a wildfire or hurricane will struggle to make bond payments. 
The 20 and growing number of lawsuits against fossil fuel companies by 
municipalities needing financial help to deal with climate-related losses 
are warnings for municipal bondholders and those dependent on pub-
lic-sector services. For now, government subsidies, including additional 
annual federal spending of $25 to $128 billion on costs such as disaster 
relief and insurance, are masking financial harms to these entities.

US banking regulators must reduce threats to bank safety and soundness 
at every level of the financial system. They should adopt measures that 
incentivize and require banks to reduce their financed emissions, starting 
with directing banks to develop science-based plans to accomplish this 
transition and supporting restrictions on financing of coal and new fossil 
fuel development. Regulators should also push for disclosure of bank 
contributions to climate-changing emissions—not just to inform inves-
tors as the US Securities and Exchange Commission’s recent proposed 
rule would do, but also to inform regulator efforts to maintain financial 
system health. In addition to the OCC and FDIC proposals, the Federal 
Reserve Board will soon issue climate-risk guidance for public comment. 
As all three finalize their guidance, and prepare follow-up proposals, they 
have an opportunity to advance just such measures. 

Trickle-Down Climate Risk Regulation
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The Debate Over ESG 
Investing: Lots of Hot Air

Phil Glynn

Originally published September 8, 2022 in The Hill

As climate scientists analyze the boiling summer of 2022, I’ll eagerly 
await their findings. How much can we attribute to increased fossil 

fuel use caused by the economic recovery? And how much can we attribute 
to the record levels of hot air being spewed by reactionary conservative 
politicians about environmental, social and governance (ESG) investing?

This summer, Texas began implementing a law requiring state pension 
funds to divest from firms its comptroller views as hostile to the fossil 
fuel industry. Setting aside the merits of this policy, its botched rollout 
provided exactly the kind of regulatory uncertainty that capitalists from 
both parties agree really kills jobs.

Meanwhile, Florida’s Republican governor led a resolution to prevent 
state pension funds from considering ESG factors in investment decisions. 
I wonder how this was received by the 14,900 employees of Florida-based 
energy giant NextEra, which has its 2022 ESG report and promise of a 

“real plan for zero” front and center on its website.

ESG investing is hard to define. But, in general, it places other priori-
ties—reducing inequality or increasing diversity, for example—on equal 
footing with financial returns. In recent years, ESG has been closely 
identified in the public mind with the fight against global warming. If 
you have been living under a rock for the past 10 years, first of all, con-
gratulations on your super low-carbon lifestyle. Second, you might ask: 
Why is this even a category? Doesn’t any business decision include factors 
other than pure financial returns?

Earlier this year, HSBC’s Stuart Kirk gave a now infamous speech “Why 
Investors Need Not Worry About Climate Risk” at an ESG conference. 
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Kirk, then the head of responsible investment and research at the bank, 
complained about the amount of work involved in calculating climate 
risk. His take on the climate crisis’ predicted hit to GDP growth was 

“who cares?” He cited the average loan term at his bank (six years) and 
said, “what happens to the planet in year seven is actually irrelevant to 
our loan book.”

Unsurprisingly, he was soon relieved of his duties at HSBC. Last 
week he resurfaced in the pages of the Financial Times with a fascinating 
editorial.

Kirk’s criticisms, however, shed light on a paradox at the heart of ESG.

Most of the people whose job it is to raise and invest money under the 
ESG label are “input” focused. That means they take ESG factors into 
account when making investment decisions with the ultimate goal of 
risk-adjusted returns. Most of their clients, however, are “output” focused. 
That means they expect an ESG fund that touts its green credentials to 
completely eschew fossil fuel stocks and steer capital into renewable 
energy companies.

Some, like Kirk, suggest that regulators and practitioners split ESG 
in two along this input/output axis. They argue this would bring greater 
clarity to the industry and allow ESG to reach its potential.

I work in the field of sustainable and responsible business. I am the 
president of a certified B Corporation and a Ph.D. candidate in the field 
of sustainability. When I speak to my clients, their priority is always 
on output. They ask: How can the financial products and professional 
services you provide help me build more affordable housing and create 
more jobs in my community?

As an output-focused investor, I admit I’m probably oversimplifying 
the very hard task facing my input-focused fund managers. The job of an 
ESG manager sounds very difficult. In fact, it is hard to be in any rela-
tionship when the other partner has difficulty articulating what they want.

Here is what I want: I want the market value of the companies that are 
heavily invested in resolving the climate crisis to grow. I want them to have 
access to the capital they need to hire the smartest people in the world, 
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to invest in the best technology and to communicate to their customers 
and communities about how to use it as effectively as possible. I do not 
want to be an owner of a company—remember, that is what investors 
are—that is heavily invested in making our problems worse.

But here is what I want even more: I want reactionary conservative 
politicians to dispense with the easy political stunts and engage with the 
hard work required to lead us out of this crisis. Because at the end of the 
day, investment choices and consumer decisions—even in the billions of 
dollars—are no substitute for sound public policy. I want leaders to use 
incentives and constraints to fundamentally change the world markets in 
which fund managers invest my money. And, ultimately, I want ESG to 
become meaningless—not because it suffers from the lack of definition, 
but because based on changes in policy and culture we will have moved 
sustainability to the center of all business decisions.

Section III: Policy and Funding
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Congress: Plan for Climate Impacts 
to Protect National Security
Rachel Jacobson and Susanne Torriente

Originally published September 29, 2022 in The Hill

The Government Accountability Office released a new report on 
national security risks of climate change just days before an unprec-

edented storm slammed Western Alaska. These are just the latest signals 
that it’s past time for a strong, comprehensive, nationally coordinated 
approach to dealing with climate impacts. Congress can help by passing 
the National Climate Adaptation and Resilience Strategy Act (NCARS) 
as an amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).

NCARS has significant bipartisan support in the House and Senate. 
It would:

• Authorize a chief resilience officer position in the White House 
to lead the national climate adaptation effort. This would estab-
lish strong leadership and a unified set of priorities to guide the 
nation’s resilience-building efforts.

• Require the production of a whole-of-government National Cli-
mate Adaptation and Resilience Strategy and Implementation 
Plan. This would end our reliance on individual agency activities 
authorized through executive action and form a dependable 
foundation from which to build a more resilient country.  

• Establish interagency resilience working groups and a non-fed-
eral partners council. This would streamline agency coordina-
tion and ensure that the strategy centers the needs and insights 
of state, local, tribal along with territorial governments and 
private-sector businesses. This would also enlist the expertise of 
advocacy organizations and academic institutions.
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• Drive efficient and equitable resilience solutions by requiring 
strategies that minimize redundancies across agencies and equi-
tably support the most vulnerable frontline communities.

Given the growing threat climate change poses to our national security, 
NCARS would provide:

Leadership, consistency and dependability: The Military Installation 
Resilience Review, Defense Community Infrastructure Program, and 
Defense Access Roads Program are just a few examples of federal efforts 
to address the intersection of climate preparedness and national security. 
However, up to now, programs like these have been piecemeal, uncoor-
dinated with complimentary efforts in other agencies and subject to the 
whims of presidential administrations.

NCARS, through its requirement for a Chief Resilience Officer, would 
provide clear national priorities on climate resilience set by a strong leader 
at the highest levels of government. These priorities, alongside a long-term, 
integrated national strategy, would bring consistency and dependability 
to climate resilience work across the country.

Insight from the ground up: NCARS requires policymakers to tap 
into the knowledge and lived experience of community residents, workers, 
professionals, business owners and subject matter experts across sectors 
and across the country. This kind of holistic insight is critical for effec-
tive and equitable climate resilience building, and it’s a process that the 
military is already using to prepare its installations for climate impacts. 
For example, in the aftermath of Hurricane Michael, a category 5 storm 
that hit the Florida panhandle in 2018, Tyndall Air Force Base is taking 
an active approach to build the “Installation of the Future” with climate 
resilience at the forefront. Tyndall is effectively planning for long-term 
stresses and extreme events in the base and the surrounding community 
through nature-based coastal projects.  

In a more proactive manner, the military installations in South Flor-
ida received a grant from the Department of Defense Office of Local 
Defense Community Cooperation for military installation resilience 
review. This planning grant set the stage to identify vulnerabilities in 
the communities that support our installations and develop strate-
gies and projects to adapt and build resilience. The base relies on city 

Section III: Policy and Funding



105•  

services such as roads, water and electricity to function—all of which 
are impacted by climate change.

Many military families travel to the base daily and rely on services, 
like childcare, that are staffed by civilians. These services must remain 
operational during extreme weather events. NCARS will allow these 
types of planning efforts on a national scale and as an accepted practice.

Climate change is a serious threat to national security, to the operation 
of bases at home and abroad, and to the people who live and work on 
those bases. In response, the U.S. military has been out front on adapting 
to climate impacts for decades. It’s time to bring this wisdom to the rest 
of the country—by adopting a national strategy to protect and prepare 
us for present and future climate impacts.

Congress: Plan for Climate Impacts to Protect National Security
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Ian Was a Warning to Make Flood 
Insurance Accessible to All

Carolyn Kousky

Originally published October 8, 2021 in The Hill

You’ve seen the devastating images: homeowners wading through 
flooded living rooms or clinging to rooftops; streets turned into rush-

ing rivers. As Hurricane Ian slashed across Florida last week, it brought 
record-breaking floods to many areas of western Florida.

In the era of climate change, record-breaking is the new normal. Ian 
came just two weeks after Hurricane Fiona hit Puerto Rico, subjecting 
residents to yet another damaging storm. Hurricanes are now hitting the 
U.S. with increasing frequency and intensity. Troublingly, recoveries are 
long, hard, and inequitable; policy reform is needed in the face of our 
escalating risks. 

One important place to start is financing recovery. Floods and hurri-
canes impose huge costs on households. Federal disaster relief is insufficient 
and can be slow in coming. Most residents don’t have sufficient savings 
to cover their losses. This is why insurance can be so critical to recovery, 
and yet far too many of those now picking through the rubble of their 
homes lack flood insurance to replace what they’ve lost. Without a national 
plan to make flood insurance affordable and accessible, many more will 
continue to struggle after these storms.

There is no such thing as hurricane insurance in the United States. More 
than 85 percent of homeowners have property insurance, which covers 
wind damage, but only a much smaller percentage are insured against 
floods. Floods are not included in a standard homeowners or renters 
policy; households must buy a separate flood policy to cover storm surges, 
river flooding, or flooding from heavy rain. This is confusing and costly. 
While some private firms offer flood insurance, the majority is sold by 
the federal National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). 
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To ensure those at higher risk have financial protection from floods, 
Congress mandates those with a mortgage from a federally backed or 
regulated lender who are located in high-risk areas, as mapped by the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), purchase flood insurance. 
For everyone else, flood insurance is voluntary, and those not subject to 
the mandate often don’t buy it. But that doesn’t mean they are safe from 
floods: for example, Ian dumped vast amounts of rain across central Flor-
ida, inundating communities where hardly anyone has flood insurance. 
The FEMA maps can be out of date, don’t include climate changes, and 
often fail to include areas at risk of flooding from heavy rain.

Indeed, in the nine Florida counties that have just been declared disas-
ter areas, only 29 percent of households have federal flood insurance, 
according to Politico’s E&E News. In Hardee County, where nearly one in 
five residents live below the poverty line, just 1.3 percent of households 
are insured against flooding. This highlights that those who often need 
flood insurance the most are the least able to afford it—and so they go 
without coverage.

This is one contributing factor to the robust research finding that 
lower-income communities and communities of color suffer dispropor-
tionately from disasters. To begin to address this problem with floods, 
a policy consensus has emerged around the need for a public program 
of means-tested assistance for flood insurance. Many groups, including 
FEMA, have put forward policy proposals for how to design such a pro-
gram to ensure that those in need have the financial protection insurance 
provides.

Such an assistance program could be tiered, offering increasing amounts 
of assistance as income declines. It could be designed to build on exist-
ing programs and use simple qualifying criteria to reduce burdens in 
administration, particularly on participants. It should be available to any 
household in need, and not just those in FEMA-mapped areas since those 
maps fail to identify all areas at risk of flooding, particularly as climate 
change advances. The program should be coupled with expedited grant 
assistance to reduce risks for these households through mitigation and 
buyouts in order to make them safer and lower their insurance costs.

By making flood insurance more affordable, the subsidy would protect 
families from losing everything in the next flood. It would also provide 
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broader social benefits since economies recover more quickly as more 
residents are insured. And coupled with investments in risk reduction, it 
could lower future losses.

Proposals for a flood insurance affordability program enjoy rare biparti-
san support. After all, disasters do not discriminate between red and blue 
states. To date, however, Congress has yet to adopt such a proposal. This 
administration is taking laudable steps to improve equity in our disaster 
programs and helping those most in need afford flood coverage would 
be a critical puzzle piece to improving climate resilience. 

Now, in the aftermath of yet another devastating flood, it’s time for 
Congress to launch such a program. In a warming world, we are certain 
to experience more storm surges, heavier rainfall, and rising seas. But, by 
expanding access to flood insurance, we can protect more Americans—
especially the most vulnerable—and improve their financial resilience in 
the face of escalating climate-related disasters.

Section III: Policy and Funding
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Electrify Equitably: Philanthropic 
Partnership Centers Frontline 

Communities in Decarbonization 
Laurie Mazur

Originally published October 17, 2022 in Inside Philanthropy

Electrify everything” has emerged as a slogan in some quarters of the 
climate movement. The idea is to replace gas- and oil-burning appli-

ances and vehicles with electric ones, powered by renewable energy.

Certainly, there is much to be gained by this approach—including lower 
greenhouse gas emissions and cleaner air. Buildings are especially ripe for 
electrification, as they produce about 13% of U.S. emissions. And we 
now know that burning fossil fuels in our homes produces toxins linked 
to cancer and respiratory disease.

But in the rush to electrify, we might just do more harm than good. 
Stark economic and racial inequities mean that people of color and low-in-
come communities bear the heaviest burdens from our current fossil-fueled 
energy system—from high prices to poor air quality. If electrification 
proceeds without understanding and addressing those inequities, it will 
only deepen them. 

Enter the Equitable Building Electrification Fund: A Collaboration 
for Frontline Communities. Born of a collaborative effort among com-
munity-based organizations, funders and social impact networks working 
at the intersection of climate, energy and justice, the fund launched in 
2021. Initial support came from the Heising-Simons Foundation, the 
Kresge Foundation and the Summit Foundation; the Builders Initiative 
joined in May 2022.

The fund seeks to advance an equitable transition to building electrifi-
cation for the communities most impacted by the negative consequences 

“
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of fossil fuels. To that end, it moves money and power to front-line 
communities—supporting grassroots groups that have long fought for 
environmental and social justice, but are often overlooked by funders. 
With grassroots leaders at the helm, and front-line groups at the center, 
the fund is treading new ground for philanthropy.

The promise and peril of electrification
The potential gains from electrification are impressive—starting with 
removal of a hefty slice of climate-changing greenhouse gas emissions. 
Reducing dependence on fossil fuels could also insulate our economy—
and our wallets—from geopolitical events that have recently sent costs 
soaring.

Importantly, electrification could help right the wrongs that fossil fuels 
have inflicted on so many. From the scarred mountaintops of Appalachia to 
inner-city neighborhoods choked with air pollution, fossil fuels have taken 
a profound toll on the health and wellbeing of working-class communities 
and people of color. Investment in electrification could be targeted to those 
most-impacted communities, which have the most to gain. It could serve 
as a “wealth transfer,” said Bridget Vial, an organizer with the Michigan 
Environmental Justice Coalition, “where people in our communities are 
trained to do the work and invest in our homes and communities.”

Unfortunately, that’s not the usual trajectory for new, green technologies. 
For example, when rooftop solar became available, affluent homeowners 
with disposable income were the early adopters. “Low-wealth families 
and communities of color were left behind,” said Jessica Boehland, senior 
program officer at the Kresge Foundation. To this day, those communities 
lack access to cost-saving solar energy, and to jobs in clean energy. 

A few years ago, building electrification was on the same path. Early 
electrification efforts focused on the scientific and technical challenges 
of decarbonization, but “it was a conversation about buildings, devoid 
of people,” said Martha Arguello, executive director of Physicians for 
Social Responsibility-Los Angeles. “Some thought it was almost a bother 
to bring up issues of social and environmental justice because, you know, 
it’s a climate emergency. But we also have an injustice emergency.”

Ignoring that injustice emergency could make things worse for 
overburdened communities. For example, without measures to make 
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electrification affordable, low-income families could be stranded with 
failing gas utilities and higher energy prices. And without a wholesale shift 
to renewable power generation, electrification could ramp up demand 
at fossil-fueled power plants, which are disproportionately located in 
communities of color. 

The recently passed Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), with its historic 
investments in clean energy, has raised the stakes even higher. Unless 
those funds are carefully targeted, marginalized communities could once 
again be shut out of the game-changing cost savings, job opportunities 
and health benefits that clean energy can provide. 

What’s more, the IRA includes agreements for more fossil fuel buildout 
that will adversely impact marginalized communities. “Environmental and 
climate justice leaders have long educated us on the dangers of sacrifice 
zones,” said Jennifer Somers, the fund’s facilitator and manager. “IRA 
programs must ensure that conditions in front-line communities aren’t 
made worse, and that solutions to the climate crisis include addressing 
energy burdens in limited-wealth communities and communities of color.” 

Indeed, the IRA—and decarbonization more generally—must address 
the climate and injustice emergencies. “If you address both together,” 
Arguello said, “you actually come up with solutions that work better.”

Making equitable electrification a reality
To seize the opportunity of equitable electrification, community groups 
need resources to make their voices heard. “Meeting the demands of the 
climate crisis is going to take a massive investment in electrifying homes 
that puts communities and people at the center,” Vial said.

Recognizing the need for people-centered policy on electrification, a 
group of community-based organizations working on environmental 
justice, energy democracy, civil rights, housing and consumer advocacy 
began meeting in 2019. Eventually, like-minded funders joined the fold. 

“We saw a need to get more resources to community-based groups, and 
for a new mechanism to enable that to happen,” Boehland said. 

That new mechanism—the Equitable Building Electrification Fund: A 
Collaboration for Frontline Communities—launched with initial assets 
of $1.8 million. The fund regranted to 10 community groups in its first 
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round, and is now issuing a $50 million call to action to advance equitable 
decarbonization efforts across the country. 

Fund grantees are working to take equitable electrification from concept 
to reality. The Michigan Environmental Justice Coalition, for example, 
is calculating the cost to electrify the state’s low-income communities. 
In California, staff of the Center for Race, Poverty, and the Environ-
ment serve as “community energy navigators” to help rural, off-the-grid 
communities leapfrog from propane to solar-powered electricity. Fund 
grantees have already achieved significant wins: for instance, Physicians 
for Social Responsibility-Los Angeles helped broaden the city’s definition 
of climate policy to ensure that limited-wealth communities, and renters 
in particular, are incorporated into climate and electrification plans at 
the city and state level.

Beyond its impact on policy and practice, the fund is breaking new 
ground for philanthropy. It is led by a governance assembly that includes 
environmental justice advocates who shape the fund’s grantmaking strat-
egy. (Grantmakers from Kresge, Heising-Simons, the Builders Initiative 
and the Merck Family Fund also serve on the governance assembly.) 
Early on, the assembly dispensed with the standard grant application 
process, allowing applicants to choose an interview rather than a written 
proposal, if they wish. Assembly members also reworked a scoring system 
for prospective grantees that may have shortchanged worthy applicants. 

“We are not judging people by how many characters they can put on 
a sheet of paper. We get a feel for the person, the organization, and their 
commitment to and vision for the work,” said Jacqui Patterson, execu-
tive director of the Chisholm Legacy Project, who serves on the fund’s 
governance assembly. 

That revised application process resulted in a diverse cohort of grantees. 
“We have folks who are leading on policy, folks who are implementing 
projects, and folks who can help tell the story,” Patterson said. “It’s a nice 
tapestry of gifts, talents and outcomes.”

Importantly, the fund does not dictate solutions. “We’re all on the same 
page in terms of the highest-level goals,” said Laura Wisland, program offi-
cer at the Heising-Simons Foundation. “But community groups are in the 
best position to know what solutions will work best in their community. 
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The fund is not saying we know what the answer is, but instead creating 
resources to let thousands of flowers and creative ideas bloom.”

The speed of trust
It’s an approach that is deeply rooted in trust. According to Darryl Young, 
who recently left the Summit Foundation to head up the Merck Family 
Fund, building trust is a constant, ongoing process. At the fund’s incep-
tion, he said, “[Building trust] required community-based organizations 
to accept funders into the conversation. And it required funders to come 
into the conversation humbly and quietly.” 

Together, the funders and community practitioners who developed 
the fund also created a set of principles of transformative partnership, 
inspired by the principles for a Just Transition and the Jemez Principles 
for Democratic Organizing, aimed at equalizing power and cultivating 
mutual respect.

The painstaking process of building trust may seem at odds with the 
urgency the climate crisis demands. But as Caroline Farrell, executive 
director of the Center for Race, Poverty, and the Environment, observes, 
choosing between trust-building and speed is “a false choice.” Organizing 
is about building relationships and trust, which form the basis of sound 
policy that can win broad support. “If you take time to do the policy 
right, you’ll actually move faster,” Farrell said. Indeed, change moves at 
the speed of trust. That is true at the community level, and also within 
the larger community of organizations and funders working on equitable 
electrification.

Building that larger community has been a priority for the fund’s gov-
ernance assembly. To that end, the fund fosters shared learning among 
funders and grantees. “The learning community is incredibly import-
ant,” said Logan Atkinson-Burke, executive director of the Alliance for 
Affordable Energy, who serves on the governance assembly. “We are not 
just saying, ‘here is money to do the thing you are doing, but here is also 
support to learn.’”

That support is proving essential to grantees who are essentially building 
a new field from scratch. “We get to meet folks from rural Virginia to the 
City of Detroit who are working on similar projects or who are approach-
ing it totally differently,” said Vial of the Michigan Environmental Justice 



 •  114

Coalition. “This is something I am really excited to be a part of, and I 
really need the information.”

It is still early days for the Equitable Building Electrification Fund, but 
its leaders have bold hopes for the future. Wisland at Heising-Simons 
wants the fund to grow in dollars, capacity and partnerships. Patterson at 
the Chisholm Legacy Project hopes that “equitable” becomes the inevitable 
preface to “building electrification.” Boehland at Kresge wants to see deep 
partnership with community groups become the norm in shaping policy.

And all want to see the fund’s novel approach light a new path for 
philanthropy. “The world is telling us that the ways of doing it in the 
past are not working,” Patterson said. “So we need to think outside the 
confines of traditional philanthropy.”

Section III: Policy and Funding
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Preventing the Next Water Crisis: 
Mississippi Should Rebuild 

Infrastructure With Resident Input
Tracee Smith and Romona Taylor Williams

Originally published October 21, 2022 in Mississippi Free Press

For most Americans, clean drinking water is something we take for 
granted. When our drinking-water systems are working well, we do 

not give them much thought. It is when things go wrong that we realize 
that safe drinking water, wastewater treatment, and protection from 
flooding are critical to our health, our livelihoods and our communities.

On Aug. 29, 2022, in Jackson Miss., the water system went sideways. 
After heavy rain and flooding, the city’s main pumping station collapsed, 
leaving 160,000 residents without access to clean drinking water. The 
water problems in Jackson that made national headlines in recent weeks 
have been simmering for decades. In 2012, the City of Jackson signed 
a consent decree with the EPA over repeated violations of the Clean 
Water Act.

More recently, the City issued yet another notice informing residents 
of its failure to meet federal drinking-water standards for lead, a potent 
neurotoxin with many negative consequences on human health, especially 
in children and pregnant women.

While Jackson’s water-infrastructure crisis has deservedly received 
national and global attention, the capital city is not alone. Many margin-
alized rural areas in Mississippi also have failing water systems, yet many 
news outlets largely ignore them. In 2015, the EPA estimated that the 
state needs $4.8 billion over 20 years to fund drinking-water infrastruc-
ture. (Keep in mind, that estimate is seven years old and underestimates 
the total cost in today’s dollars.)
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The American Society of Civil Engineers’ 2021 Infrastructure Report 
Card finds that, “[m]uch of the state’s current drinking water infrastruc-
ture is beyond or nearing the end of its design life, with older systems 
losing as much as 30-50% of their treated water to leaks and breaks.” 
The same report gives Mississippi a grade of “D” for its drinking-water 
infrastructure and another “D” for its wastewater infrastructure. Missis-
sippi’s infrastructure is failing to meet many residents’ most basic needs.

Although the challenges are enormous, the federal government’s historic 
$55-billion investment in water infrastructure through the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law, otherwise known as the Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act, has the potential to offer some relief. Mississippi can expect 
to receive $429 million for water-infrastructure improvements over the 
next five years through the BIL, including $30.5 million designated for 
lead service-line replacements.

In addition, the State of Mississippi recently unveiled its Municipal & 
County Water Infrastructure Grant Program, which will use $450 mil-
lion in federal American Rescue Plan Act funds for water infrastructure 
grants through 2024.

Through the infusion of much-needed federal funding, we are wit-
nessing a once-in-a-generation opportunity to make a difference for our 
drinking water and our public health. To seize this opportunity, we must 
design projects with more input from residents and build infrastructure 
that can protect our communities in a changing climate.

While municipalities around the state work to locate toxic lead pipes, 
we must—in line with the latest EPA guidance—act quickly to replace 
those pipes, using funds that are presently available. The federal funds 
also present an opportunity to fix our broken wastewater and stormwater 
systems, addressing severe flooding in our poorest neighborhoods and 
ensuring that all communities—regardless of race and zip code—have 
access to safe drinking water and sanitation.

The disaster that unfolded in Jackson last week could happen again—in 
the state capital or in many other communities across our state. To pre-
vent that, we need an “all hands on deck” approach. We need to correct 
historic injustices in how public funds are distributed. We need all levels 
of government, community groups, and other organizations working 
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collaboratively to ensure that federal funding reaches the communities 
that need it most.  Solutions are right on our doorstep. Now is the time 
to act to ensure clean water for all of Mississippi.

Mississippi Should Rebuild Infrastructure With Resident Input
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Why Green Banks Should Be Able to 
Finance Upgrades to Old Buildings

Patrice Frey and Calvin Gladney

Originally published October 25, 2022 in Canary Media

The Inflation Reduction Act is rightly praised for its transformative 
climate investment targets. But one potential impact has received little 

attention: a multibillion-dollar infusion of capital into lending institutions 
that could help transform urban landscapes to combat climate change. 

The act will invest $27 billion in green banks, which will bring 
climate-friendly development to communities across the U.S. With 
this injection of cash, green banks could expand their investments to 
include the adaptive reuse of existing buildings in walkable, bikeable 
and transit-accessible locations. It’s a move that would reduce emissions, 
revitalize cities and benefit communities that have long been cut off 
from opportunity.

Green banks provide low-cost capital to finance clean energy and related 
projects. The mission of these nontraditional banks is twofold: to pro-
vide loans to jump-start clean energy projects and, in the longer term, 
to demonstrate that lending to these projects can generate competitive 
returns, thereby enticing conventional lenders to provide much-needed 
capital.

The substantial new federal investment in green banks will significantly 
increase the volume of deals these lenders can support. And it brings with 
it the possibility to expand the types of projects financed by these banks, 
including adaptive reuse of existing buildings in compact, connected, 
walkable and mixed-use neighborhoods. Green banks have not tradition-
ally funded these types of projects in the past, but the Biden administration 
could ensure that such projects are eligible for the new funding. These 
kinds of investments are essential to meeting carbon-reduction targets 
and achieving them in a way that supports climate-justice goals. 
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Here’s why. Each year in the United States, we construct about 6 billion 
square feet of new buildings. At the same time, we tear down 1 billion 
square feet of built space. The carbon impacts of this build-and-abandon 
cycle are substantial, as are the emissions from our seemingly boundless 
appetite for sprawl-inducing greenfield construction. Worldwide, the 
manufacture of new building materials such as steel, cement and glass 
is responsible for an estimated 11% of energy-related carbon emissions.

Meanwhile, millions of buildings sit vacant or substantially underuti-
lized in the U.S., with many in disinvested urban corridors or distressed 
rural downtowns. These buildings represent an enormous opportunity. 
Rehabilitating existing buildings typically produces 50% to 75% less 
carbon emissions than new construction. 

These existing structures are often located in places developed before 
1950 and are much more likely to be in neighborhoods that are walkable, 
bikeable and accessible by transit. Rehabilitation of such location-efficient 
buildings has a double bottom-line benefit for the environment: First, 
it reduces construction-related greenhouse gas emissions, and second, it 
reduces the need for driving and the emissions that come along with it. 
And increased development in these areas would allow people better access 
to housing, workplaces and services no matter their age, ability, income 
or race because denser development makes it easier to live without cars 
and avoid their associated financial and environmental burdens. 

Allowing green banks to fund adaptive reuse and location-efficient 
buildings also has an added financial benefit for municipalities: It will 
save them money. Building walkable, connected communities saves an 
average of 38% on upfront costs for infrastructure and 10% on ongoing 
delivery of services; it also generates 10 times more tax revenue per acre 
than conventional suburban development.

Skeptics may suggest that there is a mismatch between the location 
of these underutilized buildings and the demand for space. But in our 
experience leading our respective organizations, Smart Growth America 
and Main Street America, we find precisely the opposite. Many buildings 
in high-value locations are demolished or remain vacant not for want of 
use but because of the difficulty of financing adaptive-reuse projects in 
all kinds of geographies, from disinvested urban corridors to distressed 
rural downtowns and many places in between. 

Why Green Banks Should Be Able to Finance Upgrades to Old Buildings
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The struggles to access capital among communities of color are well 
documented, as are the difficulties of obtaining financing in rural areas. 
Many factors contribute to these challenges. In the case of communities 
of color—whether in urban or rural contexts—a legacy of racism led to 
systemic barriers to lending that persist today. And the loss of community 
lenders across the country exacerbates these problems, as many national 
banks have little interest in projects of less than $5 million in total value. 

Failure to finance the reuse of our existing assets has wide-ranging effects. 
Communities of color and people in rural areas continue to be excluded, 
with fewer chances to build individual wealth and limited ability to open 
or expand small businesses, thereby suppressing job creation and economic 
development. And the inability to finance adaptive reuse exacerbates our 
national housing shortage, keeping many thousands of housing units off 
the market, often in places that offer enhanced affordability because car 
ownership is optional. Our failure to make better use of what we already 
have unnecessarily drives up our carbon emissions when we urgently 
need to drive them down.

With a significant infusion of funding from the federal government, 
green banks have a powerful opportunity to drive capital to carbon-smart 
projects starved for resources. The Environmental Protection Agency and 
Department of Energy, which jointly oversee the new green banks program, 
will soon develop regulations that govern the use of federal funds. These 
regulators should take swift action to ensure that green banks are permitted 
to invest in location-efficient adaptive-reuse projects, particularly those 
that include aggressive efficiency upgrades and the integration of renew-
ables onsite. Doing so could transform communities—particularly those 
harmed by decades of disinvestment and negative climate impacts—by 
putting existing assets back into productive use and demonstrating to 
conventional lenders the soundness of these green investments.
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How to Boost Climate Resilience: Fill 
in Infrastructure Law Funding Gaps

Mark Rupp

Originally published October 27, 2022 in The Hill

When President Biden signed the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) into 
law in August, advocates for climate action cheered its unprece-

dented support for measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. With 
more than $369 billion in climate-friendly incentives for electric vehicles 
and more, the IRA is a historic legislative achievement on its own. But 
the legislation also pairs with the earlier Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act (IIJA) to turbocharge climate adaptation and resilience.

Since the IIJA became law last November, the Biden administration 
and congressional leaders have said the act contains $50 billion for climate 
resilience. But, as Georgetown Climate Center has previously noted, every 
dollar of the IIJA’s $1.2 trillion represents an opportunity to improve 
climate resilience across the United States. Given the clear and present 
danger posed by the impacts of a changing climate, every investment 
funded by the bill can—and should—be designed to make our commu-
nities better prepared to withstand the increasingly severe weather and 
other impacts climate change is already fueling.

IIJA has created numerous opportunities for states, tribes and local 
governments to invest in equitable, climate-smart infrastructure. And 
now, IRA provides still more funding for climate change adaptation 
efforts that can further leverage IIJA’s reach—particularly in disadvan-
taged communities.

IRA fills crucial gaps in federal resilience funding that IIJA didn’t 
cover. For example, IRA provides the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD)—which did not receive money through IIJA— 
with $1 billion to support climate-resilient affordable housing through 
improvements in energy and water efficiency.   
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Moreover, IIJA—which focused heavily on badly needed investments 
in transportation infrastructure—did not address resilience at national 
parks or on other public lands. IRA provides nearly $1 billion to the 
Department of the Interior for conservation, resilience and ecosystem 
restoration across our nation’s public landscapes, including $250 million 
for the Bureau of Land Management and National Park Service. The 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service also received $250 million for endangered 
species habitat—which not only supports ecosystem restoration but also 
benefits natural infrastructure like wetlands that help protect human 
communities from coastal climate hazards.

IIJA provides the U.S. Department of Agriculture with $1.5 billion 
for public and private efforts to protect forests at the state level, and $2.8 
billion for ecosystem restoration in the national forest system. And IRA 
provides nearly $20 billion to USDA through the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service for expanded incentives to help farmers, ranchers 
and private landowners implement conservation strategies that will help 
address climate change and build resilience to the ever-increasing chal-
lenges of drought and flooding.

The IRA doesn’t just fill gaps in IIJA’s resilience funding. It also estab-
lishes two new and notable grant programs expressly designed to support 
climate adaptation in the disadvantaged communities that are too often 
hit “first and worst” by climate change and pollution.  They are the 
Environmental and Climate Justice Block Grants program as well as the 
Neighborhood Access and Equity Grant program.

The Environmental and Climate Justice Block Grants program provides $3 
billion in grants that benefit disadvantaged communities, helping to address, 
for example, health risks from urban heat islands and extreme heat—chal-
lenges that are affecting more and more people across the country each year.

The Neighborhood Access and Equity Grant program is targeted at 
improving safety and walkability in communities while expanding access 
to affordable transportation. The program includes nearly $2 billion for 
planning and capacity-building activities in disadvantaged or underserved 
communities.

Despite such unprecedented federal outlays, there is no guarantee 
that communities will receive equitable resilience benefits. Fulfilling that 
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promise will require federal and state governments to implement IIJA 
and IRA through a “whole-of-government” approach that truly supports 
communities on the ground. That means agencies must coordinate to 
ensure that programs in any one agency can be leveraged with others in 
other agencies to get more bang for each buck invested.

Programs across different agencies—like the Department of Transpor-
tation’s Healthy Streets, FEMA’s  Building Resilient Infrastructure and 
Communities, and Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Clean 
Water Act State Revolving Fund (SRF)—can be woven together to achieve 
multiple benefits within a community. EPA’s SRF money is especially 
flexible and can be used to finance Green Streets projects, which can 
include planting trees to address non-point source water pollution while 
also providing shade to address extreme heat.

Even agencies that did not receive resources through the new laws 
can further leverage IIJA and IRA resources.  For example, Department 
of Labor and Department of Education programs can train workers to 
build resilient homes, commercial buildings, and landscapes. And the 
Department of Defense, which maintains hundreds of installations across 
the United States, can bring its vast resources into surrounding civilian 
communities to build resilience.

For coastal communities dealing with sea-level rise, programs within 
IIJA and IRA can be woven together to support planning for and imple-
mentation of managed retreat strategies. As people move to higher ground, 
the IIJA and IRA resources can support the infrastructure needs of receiv-
ing communities. And as people move out of flood-prone areas, there 
are resources available for landscape-scale conservation to provide natural 
buffers to sea-level rise. 

The challenge is that all of these resources flowing through federal agen-
cies are on different cycles and already capacity-challenged communities 
need support to access them. Federal agencies can help, here, too. Regional 
offices for various government agencies spanning housing, health, the 
environment and agriculture exist precisely for the purpose of working 
directly with state and local governments and with communities. At the 
same time, these agencies’ D.C. headquarters must model and drive a 
whole-of-government approach and identify and remedy any barriers to 
the integration of agency resources.

How to Boost Climate Resilience: Fill in Infrastructure Law Funding Gaps
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Climate change is affecting every aspect of our society. IIJA and IRA 
together can provide a game-changing boost for badly needed resilience 
and adaptation activities across the U.S. if every level of government is 
working together to make the most of this moment.

Section III: Policy and Funding
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‘Just Look Up’: The Need for 
Nature in Public Schools

Rodney Stotts

Originally published March 24, 2022 on usnews.com

For many adults, being outside in nature was a welcome remedy to 
the isolation brought on by COVID. But children need that res-

toration even more. A recent study by researchers from the University 
of Cambridge and the University of Sussex found that children who 
increased their interaction with nature during the first COVID-19 
lockdown in the United Kingdom had lower levels of behavioral and 
emotional challenges while navigating the pandemic.

That didn’t surprise me. Research indicates that exposure to the 
outdoors or more natural settings can curb stress in children and 
enhance attention, as well as promote creativity and physical activity. 
I’ve worked with kids almost my entire adult life, and I’ve learned 
that they can discover so much in nature—but they need a guide to 
show them the way.

Growing up in the public housing projects of Southeast Washington, 
D.C., I never had a guide. When I was old enough to figure out how to 
ride the bus by myself, I’d hook school and hop the bus to 10th Street 
and Pennsylvania Avenue, get on the subway, transfer at Metro Center 
and then walk 10 blocks to the zoo at Woodley Park. In my mind, I never 
said, “I need to be near the natural world.” All I knew was that I was 
drawn to something that was bigger than me and my sometimes violent 
world in the projects.

Now, as one of a small number of Black master falconers in the 
country, I realize that those secret trips to the zoo helped me understand 
that human relationships with anything wild require love, patience and 
respect. Once we start to understand nature and its wild creatures, we 
can better understand ourselves and how we are connected with nature 
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and one another. And when that happens, compassion and empathy 
increase.

Those relationships with the natural world usually don’t begin organ-
ically for children—especially not in the middle of a pandemic. That’s 
why it’s up to adults to see that all kids have equitable ways to immerse 
themselves in nature. And the best way for that to happen is through the 
nation’s public school systems.

If we want our children—especially those from disadvantaged back-
grounds—to grow into adults who are curious about the world around 
them, then something must be added to school curricula that is sorely 
missing: nature. I’m not talking about growing some plants on the class-
room windowsill or taking care of a hamster. I mean full-on, experiential 
immersion in the natural world.

Far too many young people have no idea about how to interact with 
nature. Or with wildlife. Or with wild birds of prey like the ones I handle 
as a falconer. When I take one of my hawks and walk around the streets 
of Southeast D.C., kids—and some adults as well—come up to me with 
curiosity. They want to know what I’m doing as a tall Black man with 
a huge bird sitting on my glove. I show them how the bird will fly to a 
tree, and when I blow a whistle, how it will fly back to my glove. The 
question I get so often from kids is, “Could I do something like that?” 
The more we talk, the more I realize that they have never learned how to 
pay attention to nature, much less bond with or learn from it.

Making sure children have opportunities to become absorbed in nature 
results not just in a fun day for them, but in lifelong lessons. A walk in 
the woods teaches kids to listen by identifying sounds they hear, like 
birds chirping, insects buzzing or rabbits scurrying over dry leaves. The 
Patuxent Research Refuge, for example, located on more than 12,000 
acres of land between Washington, D.C., and Baltimore, is home to many 
species of water- and shorebirds, numerous mammals—from the little 
brown bat to the long-tailed weasel—and all kinds of amphibians, fish, 
reptiles, butterflies and assorted insects. With proper guidance, a place like 
that can be a research laboratory for young people, just as enlightening 
as the science lab at school. A bonus is that when children are focused 
on something in the natural world, they are very much in the present 
moment rather than worrying about their problems.

‘Just Look Up’: The Need for Nature in Public Schools
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I’m not a teacher, but I’ve been working with kids of all ages for 
decades, giving presentations with my birds of prey and letting at-risk 
teens volunteer with my raptors. They come to me with little under-
standing of the natural world around them and all that’s waiting there 
for them. Starting in elementary school, curricula must begin to incor-
porate nature. What does that look like? More budgeting for field trips 
to animal sanctuaries or national parks. And consulting with people 
like me, conservationists and employees at state parks, who regularly 
witness a bright spark in kids when they are out in nature. We can share 
lots of ways children can engage with nature, even in dense urban areas. 
I’ve given several presentations at a place called Backyard Basecamp in 
Baltimore city. It’s a Black-owned organization connecting people of 
color with nature in ways that include everything from owl walks to 
food gardens.

If you’re an educator and not sure where to turn, some good places to 
start are the National Audubon Society, the National Wildlife Federation, 
the National Wildlife Refuge System and the National Park Service. They 
teach about wildlife, ecology and conservation to anyone who wants to 
learn. My point is that it takes more than just a speaker coming to a class. 
Hands-on experience breeds curiosity and interest in threats to wildlife, 
like climate change. Schoolkids are going to be the future stewards of 
the planet, so investing in education about the natural world should be 
something public school systems eagerly embrace and fund.

As a Black master falconer, I have learned that if young people don’t 
have opportunities to really comprehend nature, they never fully learn 
how to understand themselves and others. Those are critical life lessons, 
more so now in light of the pandemic limiting gathering opportunities 
for young people. I had to learn those lessons the hard way, after being 
tempted by the profits and false sense of power that dealing drugs gave 
me and eventually landing in jail. It’s not the path I want for any of the 
kids I encounter. Being open to wildlife and falconry made me realize 
that options exist, but I almost learned that lesson too late.

Nature sparks children’s curiosity, and that helps their self-confidence 
grow. That’s what happened to a girl named Shondra, whom I met while 
giving a presentation to some middle-school children. I was teaching the 
kids about large birds of prey and showing them a Eurasian eagle-owl 
named Mr. Hoots.

Section IV: Environmental Health
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Shondra nervously stretched out a skinny arm encased in one of my 
leather gloves. “Now turn your hand a little so your thumb is facing up,” 
I said. “Good, good.”

Mr. Hoots was sitting on my gloved hand, and I moved closer so he 
could jump to her glove. Shondra gasped as he landed just inches from 
her face. Her classmates were quiet for a few seconds, and then they 
started cheering.

“Keep your arm up, keep your arm up!” I shouted.

Shondra held her arm up and started to laugh: “I—I did it.”

“Of course you did,” I said.

I let Mr. Hoots jump back to my glove. He spread his wings wide—all 
6 feet of them—and the children cheered again.

Shondra sat back down with her classmates, who were patting her on 
the back and giving her high-fives. She was clearly proud of herself. And 
that’s what I love.

“So, yes, Shondra held an owl,” I said, beginning my little lecture 
on fear. “Most people never even hold an owl once in their entire life. 
But she did something way, way bigger than that. You were scared at 
first, right?”

Shondra nodded her head.

“She was afraid, but she let this large bird with sharp talons sit on her 
hand. She just did one of the biggest things she can do in her life: She 
overcame her fear.

“Think about something that scares you. OK now, if you could learn 
how to not be afraid of that, then you’ll be able to do anything you want. 
I’ll tell you a little secret about how this works: The next time Shondra is 
afraid of something or thinks she can’t do something, she will remember 
this day and say to herself, ‘Well, if I could overcome my fear that day 
and hold that huge scary owl, then I can overcome my fear now and do 
this thing.’ Sometimes you just have to get out of your own way.”

‘Just Look Up’: The Need for Nature in Public Schools
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Before I end each session, whether I’m talking to kids at an elementary 
school or teenagers, I ask them the same thing I ask of almost everyone 
I meet, and that’s to promise me that at least once a day they will look 
up. There’s a whole world up there: birds, clouds, insects, trees, leaves, 
branches, stars. And it is there for the taking with a simple tilt of the head.

Children need to regularly leave the walls of the traditional classroom 
behind and rev up their senses: Touch the rough bark of a tree, listen 
to wind rustle the leaves of impossibly tall trees, smell the sweetness 
of wild honeysuckle, and of course, just look up. If our educators and 
public school systems don’t step up to be the nature guides for our little 
ones, who will?

© 2022 U.S. News & World Report, L.P. Used with permission.
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Lead in Water Harms Red States, Too
Maureen Cunningham 

Originally published April 22, 2022 in The Progressive

L ead in drinking water is an urgent national problem, but you wouldn’t 
know it from listening to certain members of Congress. 

This neurotoxin known to cause devastating cognitive and behavioral 
problems is especially harmful for infants and children. Today, there 
are an estimated 10 million lead pipes carrying—and potentially con-
taminating—U.S. drinking water. Replacing those pipes is essential to 
safeguarding public health and ensuring safe drinking water for all.

But last fall, 200 House Republicans voted against spending $15 billion 
to replace lead service lines, as part of the bipartisan infrastructure law. 
Thirty Republican Senators also voted against the law. 

While debating funding for lead pipe replacement in the Build Back 
Better Act, which would have contributed billions more, several Repub-
lican members of the House Energy and Commerce Committee balked 
at this investment, casting it as only a problem in big cities dispropor-
tionately located in blue states. Indeed, Oklahoma GOP Congressman 
Markwayne Mullin called lead funding “a bailout for cities.”

Despite such rhetoric, red states also have a significant lead problem. 
Of the 15 states with the highest number of lead service lines, seven voted 
for President Donald Trump in 2020. For example, solid red Missouri, 
ironically nicknamed the “lead state” as a former global producer of 
lead, has an estimated 330,000 lead service lines, the sixth highest in the 
nation. (Of Missouri’s seven House members, all but one voted against 
the infrastructure bill.)

Or consider Indiana, with 290,000 lead service lines. Indiana’s seven 
House GOP members and both its senators voted against the bipartisan 
infrastructure law. In the House committee hearing described above, 
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Indiana Representative Larry Bucshon said lead service lines were “the 
result of decades and decades of mismanagement, in my view, at the local 
level,” suggesting they are not the federal government’s responsibility. 

While lead-contaminated water may be associated with cities such as 
Flint and Newark, lead water pipes are just as big of a problem in less 
urban states. Iowa and Kansas, with 160,000 lead lines each, are among 
the top six states for lead pipes per capita; Texas has a whopping 270,000 
lead lines.

If members of Congress could put partisan politics aside, they would 
have a real chance to solve this problem through new technologies, inno-
vative strategies and contracting and procurement reforms. Leaders from 
both sides of the political aisle can also make the case for funding to 
match the scale of states’ lead pipe problem.

Today, we have an opportunity to address lead in drinking water. If 
we saw this as a national problem, not a red- or a blue-state one, we just 
might be able to come together and solve it.

Section IV: Environmental Health
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Calls to Boost Natural Gas Can’t Ignore 
Fuel Combustion’s Deadly Impacts

Shelley Robbins

Originally published June 7, 2022 in The Hill

Natural gas is in the headlines as the war in Ukraine continues, cement-
ing the U.S. as the world leader in gas exports. At home, groups 

such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce argue for more gas-fired power, 
citing the need for reliability in advance of the summer cooling season. 
Not making headlines, however, are several studies that show fossil fuel 
combustion from power plants is killing thousands of Americans every 
single year.

In April, the American Lung Association (ALA) released its Zeroing 
in on Healthy Air report, a look at the impact of reducing fossil-fuel 
emissions from both transportation and electric power. The ALA and 
consultant ICF modelled health outcomes associated with shifting to 
zero-emissions transportation and power, and found that nationally, 
110,000 premature deaths could be avoided between 2020 and 2050. 
Eliminating those emissions would also reap health benefits valued at 
a staggering $1.2 trillion.

Then in mid-May, a new study by researchers at the University of 
Wisconsin at Madison found that eliminating pollution from fossil fuel 
combustion in power plants could avoid as many as 11,600 premature 
deaths in the U.S. every year, with an annual value of $132 billion. The 
researchers looked at five additional sectors: industrial fuel use; residential 
and commercial fuel use; on-road vehicles; non-road vehicles; as well as 
oil and gas production and refining. They found that exposure to the 
small particulates emitted by combustion in these six sectors combined 
resulted in 205,000 deaths in one year. And, due to the disparities in the 
siting of power plants and other facilities, the victims of this pollution 
are far more often low-income and people of color.
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Combustion emissions harm the body in many ways. The small par-
ticulates (called PM2.5) are much smaller than the tiny air sacs in our 
lungs, and they can enter every system in the body. PM2.5 is linked to 
heart attacks and strokes as well as kidney disease, premature birth and 
Parkinson’s disease. PM2.5 is also an endocrine disruptor, so it contributes 
to diabetes and obesity. These tiny particles cause massive harm in the 
populations that live near the emitters.

The fossil fuel industry has spent years (as well as millions of ratepayer 
dollars) convincing policymakers that controlling these emissions is simply 
too expensive. Now, faced with the existential threat of obsolescence as 
renewables and a multitude of energy storage technologies emerge, the 
industry is taking advantage of “disaster capitalism” to not only survive 
but expand and gain policy victories. Disaster capitalism is described by 
journalist and activist Naomi Klein as the corporate world using the pub-
lic’s disorientation during a crisis to achieve control and gain additional 
policy and regulatory rollbacks.

According to Frank Macchiarola, the American Petroleum Institute’s 
(API) senior vice president for policy, economics and regulatory affairs, 
the Ukraine invasion underscores API’s assertion that the surge in U.S. 
oil and natural gas production “has provided the nation with energy 
security and helped the energy security of American allies while helping 
lower prices at home.”

It appears the industry misses the irony: Capitalizing on a war that is 
killing innocent people—in order to promote increased use of natural 
gas—is also killing innocent people.

Meanwhile, the American Gas Association continues to declare that 
natural gas has a “smaller environmental impact than other energy sources” 
on their Environment and Climate Change web page, and they pay social 
media influencers to promote gas appliances. This public relations effort 
is working. Unfortunately, the U.S. Energy Information Agency forecasts 
a 3 percent increase in domestic natural gas consumption for 2022.

This disconnect between energy policy and health impacts cannot 
continue. Viable and reliable non-combustion solutions exist, and they 
are less expensive, even when we ignore the massive health and economic 
impacts of fossil fuel combustion. These solutions include aggressive energy 
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efficiency that reduces total energy load, demand-response programs that 
pay customers to shift their usage away from times that require the dirtiest 
and least efficient plants to run, and increasing access to solar, wind and 
battery storage, to name a few.

Now, more than ever before, it is time to turn away from combustion 
and invest in these clean alternatives. Our lives depend on it.

Calls to Boost Natural Gas Can’t Ignore Fuel Combustion’s Deadly Impacts
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Why Governments Need 
to Send Everyone Washing 
Machine Filters—and Fast

Matt Simon

Originally published November 16, 2022 in The Progressive

An environmental crisis is brewing in your washing machine.

We’re all familiar with macroplastic pollution—the big stuff like 
soda bottles that litter our streets and parks. But microplastic pollution—
which scientists define as particles smaller than five millimeters—has 
spread like a plague over the entirety of planet Earth.

When you wash a load of clothing made from synthetic fabrics, like 
polyester and nylon, millions of tiny fibers break off and flush into the 
environment. The land, sea, and air is now saturated with these plastic 
microfibers. That’s on top of other sources of microplastics like car tires, 
paint chips, cigarette butts, and broken-up macro-plastics.

After wastewater flows to a treatment facility, around 10 percent of 
plastic microfibers are flushed out to bodies of water. Since 1950, the 
microfiber equivalent of seven billion fleece jackets have fouled water 
bodies. And by 2050, washing machines will release 1.5 billion pounds 
of microplastics each year. 

Evidence shows that these particles are extremely harmful to ocean life, 
as smaller animals like fish larvae mistake them for food, filling up their 
bellies and decreasing their appetite, or they outright choke on the fibers. 
A liter of seawater can now contain thousands of microplastics; even sedi-
ment from the Mariana Trench—the deepest spot in the ocean—is infested.

The remaining 90 percent of microfibers in wastewater are sequestered 
in “sludge,” human waste that’s spread on croplands as fertilizer. This 
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means we’re applying concentrated microplastics to the food we eat. These 
particles are highly toxic to earthworms and other organisms that keep 
soil healthy. And when the soil dries out, winds scatter microfibers into 
the atmosphere, where they blow around the world. According to one 
study, the equivalent of billions of plastic bottles could be falling on the 
United States as microplastics each year.

What that means for human health, scientists are only beginning to 
explore. But studies are finding microplastics in our blood, lungs, bowels 
and placentas. They’re even in newborns’ first feces, so mothers are passing 
the particles to their children in the uterus. That’s particularly concerning 
given the number of endocrine-disrupting chemicals in microplastics. 
Even in very small doses, these contaminants severely impact human 
development.

Our clothing is a major source of these particles: Two-thirds of garments 
are now made of synthetic fibers. We have removable lint filters on our 
clothes dryers, which keeps the fluff from accumulating and catching on 
fire. But we don’t have microfiber filters on our washing machines—at 
least, not yet. France is leading the way with new regulations, requiring 
that all machines come with filters pre-installed by 2025.

We need the same kind of law in every other country. Every government 
should distribute microfiber filters to its citizens, free of charge, to con-
front this environmental emergency. Keep in mind that governments were 
handing out oodles of stimulus checks during the pandemic, and shipping 
COVID-19 tests right to our doors. Distributing washing machine filters 
would be cheaper than those investments—about $50 per household. 

The United States has around 100 million washing machines, which 
would work out to about $5 billion. Hell, if a billionaire was serious about 
saving the world, they’d foot the bill on their own. It’s a small price to 
pay to curtail microfiber pollution, which is best stopped at the source.

As plastics production increases exponentially, so too does the concen-
tration of microplastics. Nowhere on Earth is untouched, making this 
an unprecedented environmental crisis. By putting microfiber filters on 
as many washing machines as possible, we can at least stanch the flow of 
microplastics into our environment—and our bodies.

Why Governments Need to Send Everyone Washing Machine Filters—and Fast
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Nurses Urge Upstream Approach 
to Clean Water and Health

Katie Huffling

Originally published March 22, 2022 in Environmental Health News

Too often, health professionals are called on to treat patients with 
conditions that could have been prevented—with quality primary 

care, lifestyle and environment changes, or (these days, especially) vaccines.

Frustrated and exhausted, we seek “upstream” solutions to the problems 
that fill our hospitals and waiting rooms.

That is why nurses are speaking up on environmental issues. We know 
that clean air and water are foundational to good health. And on clean 
water, the solutions we need are—quite literally—upstream. A new report 
by the Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments spotlights threats to 
water quality in the U.S. today, and shows how nurses across the country 
are taking action to address them.

Clean water and health 
It is no exaggeration to say that water is life: humans cannot survive 
more than a few days without it. Clean water is also necessary for safe 
health care—from handwashing to prevent infection to clean sheets in 
hospitals. Indeed, American health care facilities are incredibly water 
intensive, accounting for 7% of the water used in the nation’s industrial 
and commercial facilities.

In the U.S., we mostly take water for granted. When we turn on the tap, 
we assume the water is free of pollutants and pathogens; when we head 
to the beach, we assume it’s safe to swim. But that has not always been 
the case. In the early 1970s, untreated sewage and industrial wastes were 
routinely dumped into waterways, and two-thirds of the nation’s lakes, 
rivers, and coastal waters were declared unsafe for fishing or swimming. 
Occasionally, oil-fouled rivers caught fire.
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Starting with the passage of the Clean Water Act in 1972, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency cracked down on the most egregious 
sources of water pollution, and the federal government invested in water 
treatment plants across the country. As a result, most Americans have 
access to safe drinking water, and a majority of our waters are safe for fish-
ing and swimming. But many sources of contamination remain unchecked. 
And, from Flint, Michigan to the Navajo Nation, access to safe, clean 
water is far from assured.

Today, aging infrastructure leaches heavy metals, such as lead and 
copper, into drinking water. Combined sewer overflows continue to 
discharge untreated sewage into waterways. Moreover, in 2015 some 27 
million people in the U.S. were served by water systems that had reported 
health-based violations under the Safe Drinking Water Act.

There are newer threats, as well. Climate change is worsening droughts, 
floods, and pathogen overgrowth—all of which affect water availability 
and quality. And per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)—a persistent 
pollutant linked to cancer and reproductive harm—are now present in 
the drinking water of at least 10 million Americans.

Nurses act for clean water 
These threats are affecting our patients. Some seven million waterborne 
illnesses occur in the U.S. each year, and many more become ill from 
drinking water contaminated with toxic metals and chemicals. Overall, 
waterborne illnesses cause an estimated 118,000 hospitalizations each 
year, at an annual cost of $2.39 billion.

But while the threats are mounting, there are also opportunities to 
make a difference. Crucial decisions affecting our water supply are now 
being made in town halls, state legislatures, courts and Congress. With 
the 50th anniversary of the Clean Water Act this year, it is critical that 
the original intention of this landmark bill is carried out.

As the Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments report details, 
nurses are seizing those opportunities. For example, nurses have joined 
the debate over how to define “Waters of the US,” with a more protec-
tive definition extending Clean Water Act coverage to about 60% of the 
nation’s streams and wetlands—upstream sources that supply drinking 
water to 1 in 3 Americans. Last month, several Alliance members testified 

Nurses Urge Upstream Approach to Clean Water and Health
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before the EPA and Army Corps of Engineers in support of the change. 
Emily Little, a registered nurse from Virginia, spoke at the hearing on 
behalf of her children: “We are borrowing the water from the future 
generations,” Little said.

Nurses are having an impact at the local level, as well. The people of 
Uniontown, Alabama, reached out to Dr. Azita Amiri, a nurse researcher 
and Associate Professor at the University of Alabama in Huntsville, because 
they feared their water was making them sick. Dr. Amiri worked with 
community members to test the local drinking water and discovered lead 
and arsenic in some samples. Dr. Amiri then conducted outreach to help 
residents limit their exposure, while advocating to local and state officials 
to remedy the problem at its source.

Nurses have a vital role to play in the fight for clean water. We are 
trusted messengers: nurses recently ranked as the most trusted profession 
in the U.S. for the 20th year in a row.

“We really are educated in a way that looks at the whole person,” said 
Dr. Laura Anderko of the Villanova University M. Louise Fitzpatrick 
College of Nursing. For many, that holistic view extends to the broader 
environmental context of sickness and health.

Nurses have learned an important lesson in the last two years: address-
ing problems “upstream” can prevent downstream crises. That is true in 
pandemics, and it is true in safeguarding the clean water on which all 
life depends. 

Section IV: Environmental Health
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Building a Culture of Health in 
the Era of Climate Change

Samantha Hamilton

Originally published March 29, 2022 in Environmental Health News

Climate change affects all Americans, but people of color and low-in-
come communities are hit first and worst. For Emma Woods of 

Springfield, Massachusetts, this wasn’t news.

Woods’ working class, predominantly African American and Latinx 
neighbors already suffer from higher rates of asthma, heart disease, and 
diabetes than those in whiter, wealthier areas. In 2018-2019, Springfield 
ranked as the asthma capital of the U.S., according to the Asthma Allergy 
Foundation of America, and it now has twelfth-highest asthma rates in 
the nation.

Worse, as the planet warms, neighborhoods like Woods’ are seeing 
more air pollution, deadly heat waves, and disruptive disasters—further 
widening those health disparities. Climate change can exacerbate health 
effects from toxic air pollutants in vulnerable populations such as children, 
the elderly, and those with asthma or cardiovascular disease.

Yet the communities most affected by environmental hazards are rarely 
engaged in decision making that affects their lives and health. That’s 
why Woods and her neighbors are stepping up. Together, they formed 
a coalition called Live Well Springfield, which is working to build and 
sustain a culture of health in the era of climate change.

With more than 30 organizational partners, Live Well Springfield 
embraces a broad definition of health that includes nutrition, active living, 
the built environment, economic opportunity, housing, and education. 
The Coalition’s Climate Justice Initiative addresses climate change and 
health equity, with funding from the Detroit-based Kresge Foundation.
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Connecting the dots 
Woods, a retired educator, connected the dots between environment and 
health decades ago. “When I lived in public housing as a young child, 
we had garbage incinerators, and a lot of the people that lived there had 
asthma,” she said. Woods’ husband—who had also lived in public hous-
ing—developed chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, though he was 
not a smoker. He died of COVID pneumonia early in the pandemic. Like 
so many others, Woods’ husband was likely more vulnerable to COVID 
because of his exposure to air pollution.

“I wanted to understand why this was happening,” said Woods, “and 
I wanted to stay involved for the long haul.”

Coalition members believe that those closest to environmental prob-
lem are best positioned to understand them—and to develop solutions. 
So, they draw neighbors in with community conversations, surveys, and 
workshops to gather input and feedback. One especially innovative strat-
egy is to hire “resident advocates’’ who collect a small stipend to educate 
and engage neighbors.

Amari Dewberry serves as one of those resident advocates, bringing to 
the Coalition her lived experience of the changing climate. At a recent 
community Jazz and Roots festival, Dewberry took to the stage, urging 
her neighbors to get involved with climate action work. “I need you, my 
people of color, to understand that this concerns you first,” said Dewberry. 

“When your living environment becomes unlivable, what do you think 
will happen to you?”

Dewberry and other resident advocates engage with residents in the 
places where they live, work and play—making it easier to get involved. 

“The greatest value of our coalition work is that it’s centered around res-
idents,” said Rusty Polsgrove, community organizer at Arise for Social 
Justice, a Coalition partner. “Our community cares about climate change 
and public health but sometimes we don’t have the time or resources 
to take action, and this coalition allows residents to take action against 
environmental racism.”

For Emma Woods, taking action means reaching out to neighbors 
on the street where she has lived for 30 years. “I’m always throwing 
little things in their mailbox to let them know what’s going on in the 
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community,” she said. “I told them about climate change. A lot of people 
say, ‘hey, you ain’t gonna change nothing.’ But little by little, I see some 
changes.”

Making change on climate and health 
Working closely with residents, Live Well Springfield has identified two 
policy changes that would have significant impact on climate and health. 
First, Community Choice Energy would allow city residents to switch 
to clean energy sources, like solar and hydropower—improving local 
air quality while reducing carbon emissions. Second, a citywide Race 
and Health Equity Impact Assessment Requirement would scrutinize 
the impacts of all new developments, budgets, and policies on different 
populations. The Coalition has support from the city council to advance 
both priorities.

The second priority is moving rapidly ahead. Amid the racial reckoning 
of 2020, Springfield Mayor Dominic Sarno declared racism a public health 
crisis and established an Office of Racial Equity. The Office is creating a 
strategic plan and strategies to improve conditions that negatively impact 
communities of color, eradicating racial and social injustices to attain 
health equity across all residents of Springfield. The Coalition is now 
working with city officials to align its strategies with city efforts.

Live Well Springfield wields power at City Hall because it authentically 
represents city residents. “Having residents lead our policy change work 
grounds the actions we are advancing in the real lives of people who are 
served by our local government,” said Catherine Ratte, principal planner 
at the Pioneer Valley Planning Commission, another Coalition partner. 

“It transforms the way the work is understood and exponentially increases 
the urgency of action in the eyes of our elected officials and city staff.”

Change cannot happen without the people most impacted at the table, 
and efforts toward systemic change begin with transparency. That is why 
the Coalition seeks to build a clear, transparent community engagement 
and shared decision making process that transforms communities.

Flexing civic muscle
Of course, effective community engagement requires residents who 
understand the systemic issues affecting them and the workings of local 
government. To build residents’ capacity and understanding, Coalition 
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partner Way Finders hosts a workshop called “Flexing Your Civic Muscle.” 
According to Bea Dewberry, community building and engagement man-
ager at Way Finders (and mother of resident advocate Amari Dewberry), 
the workshop “offers an opportunity for residents to come together with 
stakeholders, elected leaders, and others to share information, learn 
together and strategize to address issues that personally affect them, their 
family, and their community.”

“We recognize that residents’ civic muscle is their strength,” Dewberry 
said. “When they come together and assert that power collectively, positive 
changes are the end results.”

On the horizon, the Coalition’s resident advocates will work with arts 
and culture partners to create a climate justice mural and platforms to 
promote the importance of climate change. The Coalition will also address 
other threats, including biomass development and pipeline expansion, 
which endanger the progress made thus far toward a healthier Springfield.

With shared understanding, solidarity and civic muscle, the members 
of Live Well Springfield are ready to take on climate change and other 
emerging health threats. “We are headed towards a community that 
thinks critically around their interests and engages in making changes,” 
said Ernesto Cruz, community organizer at Coalition partner Neighbor 
to Neighbor.

Live Well Springfield offers an innovative model of the future direction 
of multi-sector climate justice coalitions. Indeed, the Coalition will share 
its work with other public health professionals at the 2022 National 
Network for Public Health Institute Conference.

Perhaps most importantly, Live Well Springfield shows how those hit 
first and worst by climate change can take the lead in building a greener, 
healthier future. As Emma Woods put it, “We have to stand for what’s 
right. Some of them have passed on, trying to stand up. But I want my 
legacy to be that I gave a good fight to help out my people all over the 
community.”

Section IV: Environmental Health
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Is It Time to Reimagine the 
American Schoolyard?

Rochelle Davis and Gerald W. Adelmann

Originally published June 7, 2022 in Next City

Harold Washington Elementary School in the Burnside neighborhood 
on the south side of Chicago got a new schoolyard in 2020. It fea-

tures a running track, sports fields and playground equipment—but what 
Washington’s Principal Sherri Walker likes best are the little conversational 
groupings of rocks. “It’s so special for the older girls,” Walker says. “They 
don’t always want to play on the equipment or play sports—but they 
sit on those rocks and talk. It becomes a quiet space where they can sit 
and decompress.” In a year with so much stress and loss, especially in 
Chicago’s most underinvested neighborhoods, these spaces are invaluable.

Principal Walker’s schoolyard is part of a program called Space to Grow, 
which turns Chicago schoolyards into beautiful green spaces for play and 
learning using green stormwater infrastructure that also helps build cli-
mate resilience. The schoolyards include playground structures and sports 
fields, outdoor classrooms for nature-based learning, edible gardens and 
the conversation rocks or other quiet spaces the students at Washington 
like so much. Studies show that access to green space and outdoor play 
during the school day are associated with improved focus and academic 
performance. Daily connection with nature supports mental health. And, 
since Space to Grow schoolyards are also open to the community outside 
of school hours, the program’s benefits aren’t just limited to students.

It seems obvious that every student should have access to such a positive 
space, but there just isn’t enough money—or the will to prioritize spend-
ing—to replace the acres of asphalt that cover school grounds in many cities 
across the country. A 2021 report on the state of U.S. schools found that 
the country is underinvesting in school buildings and grounds to the tune 
of $85 billion per year. “Underinvestment in capital renewals of existing 
public schools as well as chronic underfunding of maintenance and repairs 
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sadly remains the rule rather than the exception,” the report notes. And, as 
the report also points out, “inequity is hard-wired into public education 
infrastructure.” For example, in Chicago, the same Black and Latinx neigh-
borhoods are subjected to the same type of disinvestment over and over again.

Green schoolyard programs like Space to Grow can be an innovative 
solution. The program was developed in response to a need raised by 
school staff and partners after parent leaders successfully advocated for 
the return of daily recess and stronger PE programs in Chicago Public 
Schools in 2011. Many of the school district’s 400 elementary schools 
had unsafe asphalt lots, inadequate for supporting vibrant recess and PE 
programs, and the district was in financial crisis.

At the same time, the city’s water agencies—Metropolitan Water Recla-
mation District of Greater Chicago (MWRD) and the Chicago Department 
of Water Management (DWM)—were initiating major investments in 
green stormwater infrastructure to combat Chicago’s persistent flooding 
issues and build climate resilience. Space to Grow’s nonprofit managing 
partners, Healthy Schools Campaign and Openlands, came together with 
these public water agencies and the school district to develop a vision for 
green schoolyards across Chicago that would not only manage significant 
amounts of stormwater, but also provide outdoor learning, play, gardening 
and community recreation opportunities. The three public agency partners 
made an initial investment of $51 million to transform 34 schoolyards.

Space to Grow schoolyards are prioritized in Chicago’s historically 
underinvested communities that tend to lack safe, shared green space and 
whose schools primarily serve Black and Latinx students. The Space to 
Grow partners use an equity lens to select school sites, considering factors 
such as income, race/ethnicity, community hardship index, historical 
capital investments and community life expectancy.

The innovative partnership is built on the idea that capital improvement 
is just the first step in creating a lasting community asset. The nonprofit 
managing partners oversee an inclusive planning process that engages the 
entire community at every Space to Grow school. Space to Grow outreach 
staff work with each selected school to form a committee that supports the 
schoolyard planning and outreach efforts and helps the partners develop 
deep community relationships. The committee includes representatives for 
students, staff, parents, neighbors and the broader community, and leverages 
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relationships with local community-based organizations, strengthening 
their relationship with the local school. In multilingual communities, the 
outreach and meeting materials are translated, and meetings are interpreted 
for all primary languages of each community. The process gives a meaningful 
voice to community members who traditionally have had little voice in this 
type of decision-making process.

The process is empowering. As Sharon Mason, a teacher at Mays Acad-
emy puts it, “many of our students in the Englewood area are exposed 
daily to trauma that stems not only from violence, but poverty, drug 
addiction, experiencing racism and a sense of loss of self. The process of 
involving students in the design gives them a sense of their own agency.”

Even after the schoolyard is complete, Space to Grow partners con-
tinue to engage and support the school community through workshops, 
trainings, partnerships with community-based organizations, events 
and technical assistance, all of which are designed to ensure community 
members feel welcomed at the schoolyards and feel ownership to use 
the space. The partners train school staff to leverage the schoolyard for 
physical activity, nutrition education, nature-based education and outdoor 
learning. The partners also educate neighbors and school stakeholders 
about gardening, tree planting and stormwater management practices.

The outcome is that each Space to Grow schoolyard is a powerful 
school and community resource. As Dr. Rashid Shabazz, principal of 
Wadsworth STEM in Chicago’s Woodlawn community explains, the 
schoolyard is used not only during the day for PE classes, recess, learn-
ing about gardening and “brain breaks” during the school day, but also 
by the community around the clock. People see it as a safe space in the 
neighborhood,” he says.

Space to Grow shows how cities and communities across the country 
can engage in unique partnerships to generate multiple positive impacts, 
providing a return on investment that supports schools and communities 
in a holistic way. The next step is to make green schoolyards a national 
priority through a major federal investment in school infrastructure. 
The benefits are many: safe green spaces to gather and exercise, greater 
community and climate resilience, community empowerment and agency. 
And—for the girls at Harold Washington Elementary School—a much-
needed space to sit and decompress.

Is It Time to Reimagine the American Schoolyard?



148

Making Healthy Places
Laurie Mazur

Originally published September 18, 2022 in Planetizen

You may know that your zip code is a pretty good indicator of your life 
expectancy. But can the places where we live actively improve our health 

and well-being? The editors of a new volume, Making Healthy Places, Second 
Edition believe they can. Here, Laurie Mazur (LM) of Island Press talks with 
editors Nisha D. Botchwey (NB), Andrew Dannenberg (AD), and Howard 
Frumkin (HF) about the new volume. They explore current challenges—from 
COVID to gun violence and climate change—and discuss ways to design and 
build places that support the health of people and the planet. 

LM: What has changed in the field since the first edition of Mak-
ing Healthy Places came out in 2011?

HF: The field has seen enormous growth: more courses, more de-
gree programs, more job openings. There’s been an explosion of 
research and deeper understanding of the relationship between 
the built environment and health.

There are also important contextual changes that influence the 
field. For example, there’s a lot more attention to racism and 
inequity in this country. Tragically, that was triggered by mur-
ders and other very public abuses, but that in turn has focused 
attention on inequities in the built environment—issues such as 
the relationship between historical redlining and contemporary 
housing and park inequities. 

There have also been tremendous technical advances: a leap 
forward in the internet of things, in the instrumentation of cities, 
and in the collection and analysis of data such as Google Street 
View images using big data techniques. So, we know a lot more 
about human habitat.
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Also, the climate crisis has worsened.  Political polarization and 
dysfunction are deepening the divisions between cities and rural 
areas and between cities and states. There’s an intensification 
of the housing shortage. And last, of course, is the pandem-
ic, which highlights the potential of the built environment to 
aggravate the spread of infectious diseases or control them. 

NB: Additionally, the current volume has a significant increase in 
the diversity of contributors by race, gender, discipline, and 
geographic location. And this edition takes a far more global 
approach than the first edition. We discuss the impact of the 
pandemic on health and the built environment.

LM: Has COVID slowed progress toward making cities healthi-
er? 

HF: It has both slowed and advanced progress. There’s greater 
emphasis on outdoor spaces for recreation, and that has led to 
a greater appreciation of parks and public spaces. There’s been 
some re-envisioning of the way public space can be used, such 
as repurposing streets from vehicular traffic to walking, cycling, 
commerce, even classrooms. There’s more bicycling and walk-
ing in many cities.  These are positive outcomes. 

But there’s also been a reduction in transit use—a step backward. 
The shift toward remote work is a mixed bag. It tends to make 
people want bigger homes, which drives up the demand for 
space. It’s also driven some migration from cities to suburban 
and rural locations, which may mean more sprawl.

There’s less demand for commercial space in traditional business 
districts, which affects the vitality of life and economic oppor-
tunities, and therefore the health of the people whose livings 
depend on vibrant downtowns. So, the pandemic has triggered 
a very complex set of phenomena: some positive, some negative 
and in almost every case it’s too soon to tell how they’ll play out 
in the long term.

LM: How can cities be designed for a hotter, more dangerous 
climate—and are there cities that are getting it right?
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HF: Not only are many cities getting it right, but cities are doing 
some of the most exciting and innovative work. Many are way 
ahead of national governments, which tend to be slower to act. 
The C40 identifies more than 700 cities in 53 countries that 
have made net zero commitments by 2050. That’s a big deal. 

On the mitigation side, San Francisco banned natural gas in new 
buildings; Petaluma, California banned new gas stations; Atlanta 
is requiring more EV infrastructure. Copenhagen, Amsterdam, 
and Minneapolis have put in tremendous amounts of bicycle 
infrastructure. Others, like Singapore and Bogotá, have sophisti-
cated transit systems to get people out of cars.

On adaptation, there are tree-planting programs in Los An-
geles and Phoenix to help cool the streets; green storm water 
management in New York City and Seattle; a heat action plan 
in Phoenix. Miami just appointed a chief heat officer, which I 
predict will be more and more common. So, cities are, in many 
respects, leading the way.

LM: For obvious, tragic reasons, there is a lot of focus on 
America’s epidemic of gun violence right now. Can cities be 
designed to curb violence?

AD: One approach that’s been around for decades is “crime pre-
vention through environmental design.” There is less crime 
when people can see out through windows and you can see into 
windows of storefronts, for example. A classic study done in the 
Robert Taylor homes in Chicago showed that places with green 
space and trees had less interpersonal violence and aggression 
than places that didn’t.

LM: Density is a goal of new urbanist planning, but crowding 
can be detrimental to mental health. Can we have one with-
out the other?

HF: There’s a difference between density and crowding. Density 
usually refers to an objective measure of how many people live 
and work on a unit of land. Crowding is a little more com-
plex: it can be measured by how close people are to others at 
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a given point in time. Crowding is a subjective sensation: it’s 
your perception of, and psychological response to, proximity to 
other people. That varies by culture, and from person to per-
son. Crowding can trigger inappropriate behaviors, including 
aggression. 

But we know that good design can reduce the sensation of 
crowding, even in the context of dense urban places. We know 
how to build ample hallways and staircases and provide ade-
quate transit capacity—running enough trains so that people 
don’t have to cram in.

We also need to provide places of respite, such as parks. We’ve 
talked about parks in several contexts: cooling cities, mitigating 
violence, providing respite from crowding. Certain solutions—
parks and green space primary among them—serve multiple 
purposes. Solving multiple problems at once is one of the keys 
to strategies for health in the built environment.

LM: You have talked about the superpowers of green spaces and 
parks. But parks can also spur what’s called “green gentrifi-
cation,” right?

AD: Green gentrification can happen when you add parks and 
green space, particularly in a lower-income area. The intent it 
is to improve the neighborhood for the people living there, but 
the unintended consequence is that property values rise, and 
the very people you’re trying to help may be priced out of the 
market and be displaced. But the risk of gentrification is not a 
reason not to fix a neighborhood.

A range of policies can help—from rent control and housing 
subsidies to density bonuses that allow developers to put in more 
units if they include affordable housing. Community land trusts 
can preserve land from high-priced development, and cities can 
invest directly in building affordable housing. 

HF: Community engagement and empowerment are key to improv-
ing a neighborhood, whether it’s parks or any other improve-
ments that may propel economic development. We have good 
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examples—from the 11th Street Bridge project in Washington 
to India Basin in San Francisco, where holistic approaches in-
clude parks and green space, but also deep community engage-
ment and empowerment, small business support, affordable 
housing, job training, and school strengthening. Approaches 
such as these can greatly reduce the chance that anybody will 
be displaced by gentrification.

NB: This is where a Health Impact Assessment—a tool that looks 
at a proposal from a health lens—is quite helpful. Incorporat-
ing a broader perspective on the impacts of a development or 
improvement of a park allows for policies, systems, and frame-
works to be considered that protect against displacement and 
mitigate against negative outcomes. This way, the people who 
stand to benefit most from those investments can be there for 
the fruit of that investment.

LM: The book explores the importance of social capital—the ties 
that bind people and communities together. How can the 
built environment strengthen those ties?

HF: Social capital is enormously important. It’s a predictor of 
health, wellbeing, happiness, and disaster resilience. So, every-
thing we can do to help bind people together more closely and 
strengthen communities is a good thing. We know a lot about 
how to do that. Walkability and mixed-use development give 
people the opportunity to mix and mingle and get to form 
relationships.

Having great public spaces is also very important. This is what 
the sociologist Eric Klinenberg calls social infrastructure and Ray 
Oldenburg calls “third places.” These include parks, plazas, side-
walks, and even indoor spaces, such as coffee shops, bookstores, 
and community centers. 

We know that exposure to nature demonstrably increases pro-
social behavior. Nature seems to soften us and open us up to 
social connections with each other in ways that other environ-
ments don’t. And shifting from automobiles to other modes of 
commuting helps promote social capital, partly because walking 
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builds connectedness and partly because driving on heavily traf-
ficked commuting routes often makes people angry and hostile. 

LM: You write about building a pipeline of practitioners who 
connect the dots between the built environment and health. 
Are academic and other institutions doing what they need to 
do to nurture those practitioners, and is there more to do?

NB: We’ve seen a significant increase in the number of university 
courses at the intersection of health and the built environment. 
And you see groups like the Urban Land Institute, American 
Planning Association, American Public Health Association, Amer-
ican Institute of Architects, and Transportation Research Board 
providing continuing education for their members at this intersec-
tion. Yet we have so many individuals in the field today who want 
to have a positive impact in designing, making, and maintaining 
healthy places, but they don’t have the tools beyond a one- or two-
day continuing education offering, and they want more. 

We can expand the education of current professionals through 
university partnerships with these fantastic organizations—APA, 
APHA, ULI and others—to provide targeted training on topics 
like green infrastructure, equity, Health Impact Assessments, 
and more. We can provide deep-skill training for these individ-
uals so they can collaborate with diverse partners, communicate 
and think across geographies, and adapt to whatever conditions 
and needs they’re facing in their community.

We also need programs in K-12 schools that introduce students 
to the intersection of health and the environment. One example 
is UN Habitat’s use of Minecraft. If you know any pre-teen, you 
know that Minecraft is a space where they spend a lot of time. 
UN Habitat is using Minecraft to engage them in healthy design 
thinking to create their own communities and neighborhoods. 
It’s a great use of technology for communities around the globe, 
not just in high-income countries. 

LM: Speaking of technology, how will new tech like AI and the 
internet of things affect how people interact with the built 
environment?

Making Healthy Places
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AD: “Smart cities” are capturing more and more data on who’s 
doing what, when, where, why, and how. There’s this old line 
that says, “what gets counted counts.” For years, we’ve counted 
automobiles to measure  traffic volume. So, they keep widening 
the roads. Now we have better bicycle and pedestrian counters 
that could be used to improve infrastructure for biking and 
walking.  

LM: You end the book on a hopeful note, by asking a diverse 
group of thought leaders what gives them hope for the fu-
ture of urban design and planning. So, what gives you hope 
for the future of this field?

HF: There are great ideas emerging all the time: inventive solutions, 
creative improvements in how space is used, new economic ar-
rangements. And there are great new technologies, especially in 
the climate space with the development of electric vehicles and 
batteries, and incredible price reductions for renewable energy. 

Young people give me hope: their love for cities, their activism 
and optimism about the future, their impatience with old solu-
tions that don’t work and their demand for quick action. 

NB: Dick Jackson, one of the editors of the 2011 edition, said in 
the foreword, “Just because it is this way, doesn’t mean it has 
to be this way.” There’s an opportunity to innovate, to embrace 
the impatience of youth, and use the skills and tools of the cur-
rent society to make a better society, and healthier places. That’s 
what excites me—knowing that we are not stuck. But change 
requires action and creativity; it’s not just going to happen 
because we think about it.

Section IV: Environmental Health



155

U.S. Health Care Rises to Meet 
the Climate Crisis, Bringing 

Opportunity for Transformation 
Gary Cohen

Originally published July 7, 2022 in The Hill

Americans are seeing and feeling the impacts of the climate crisis in 
their daily lives. In the last two years, there have been 42 extreme 

weather events collectively costing $245 billion and taking the lives of 
over 1,000 people. Wildfires, hurricanes, tornadoes, flooding and extreme 
heat are blanketing much of the country. 

Here and beyond our borders, the climate crisis has become a health 
crisis. The World Health Organization estimates nine out of 10 people 
on Earth are breathing air that is not healthy, and much of it the result 
of burning fossil fuels. UNICEF reports approximately 1 billion chil-
dren—nearly half of the world’s children—live in countries that are at 

“extremely high risk” from the impacts of climate change.

In the United States, despite the mounting damage from our nation’s 
continuing dependence on fossil fuels, the industry maintains a stran-
glehold on our democracy, slowing the pace of change needed to drive 
our economy toward a renewable energy future. The good news is that 
progress on climate is not completely reliant on elected officials who may 
be influenced by the fossil fuel industry. Instead, leadership is coming 
from an unlikely source—the health care sector.

Health care sits at the epicenter of our collective climate trauma. Its 
facilities take care of people who are injured in extreme weather events, 
people who are suffering from respiratory disease and asthma from pol-
lution, as well as children and elderly adults whose bodies can’t handle 
temperatures over 100 degrees.
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Health care also occupies a unique position in the American economy. 
It’s the largest share, compromising nearly 20 percent of the U.S. GDP. 
We spend $18 trillion each year on health care. It is also the only part of 
the economy that is underpinned by an ethical framework to “do no harm.” 

So, what does it mean to do no harm in a world where our continued 
reliance on fossil fuels is killing us and threatening the planet’s ability 
to sustain us?

For the health care sector, it means kicking its addiction to fossil fuels 
to operate its buildings, provide medical equipment, prescribe pharma-
ceuticals, feed its employees and patients, transport people, as well as 
deliver care. It means understanding that the same health inequities that 
plague our communities are exacerbated by climate-related conditions, 
so addressing racial and health injustices also means addressing climate 
injustices. It means that if we can harness the enormous power and 
influence of the health care sector for climate solutions, we can move the 
largest share of the economy toward greater health and equity.

At the White House on June 30, 61 of the largest U.S. hospital and 
health sector companies representing over 650 hospitals and thousands 
of other providers across the country, announced their collective com-
mitment to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent by 2030 
and to reach net-zero no later than 2050. This group includes members 
of the U.S. Health Care Climate Council, a leadership body of health 
systems committed to protecting their patients, employees and commu-
nities from the health impacts of climate change.

This expression of commitment aligns the health care sector with the 
Biden administration’s climate goals, as well as with the UN’s global 
Health Programme launched at the last climate summit in Glasgow. It 
also aligns the private health care sector with the federal one, since Pres-
ident Biden signed an executive order in December committing all the 
Veterans Administration, military hospitals and Indian Health Service 
facilities to these same climate goals.

Importantly, the commitment opens the door to extraordinary trans-
formation of the largest part of America’s economy. In order to meet 
these ambitious climate action goals, health care will need to deal with 
its enormous supply chain, which accounts for over 80 percent of its 
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total climate footprint. The health systems that signed the Department 
of Health and Human Services’ (HHS) Health Care Sector Pledge, along 
with the Veterans Administration and military hospitals that are mandated 
by the administration’s executive order, have a combined purchasing power 
estimated at nearly $100 billion.

This economic influence, if aggregated through collective standards and 
sustainable criteria, can mean a massive acceleration in the purchase of 
electric vehicles, renewable energy, energy-efficient medical equipment, 
local and sustainable food, as well as smarter drug prescribing practices, 
greater use of telemedicine, fewer unnecessary clinical tests and improved 
pathways of care that better align with the health of the planet.

The commitment also creates an opportunity for the sector to realign its 
priorities to support community health, community wealth and climate 
resilience. If hospitals exercise their role as “anchor institutions,” rooted 
in and accountable to the communities they serve, they can use their 
purchasing power to invest in local, racially diverse businesses and use 
their investments to support healthy housing and food systems. Hospitals 
can also use their workforce development to provide jobs to local residents 
and leverage their political clout for policies that drive their cities and 
states toward a renewable energy path that will clean up the air, lower 
disease and reduce health care costs.

Americans can all agree that they want health care that doesn’t cause 
harm. We want a health care system that is responsive to the challenges 
we collectively face. We want health care that focuses more on prevention 
in addition to treating people once they are sick—taking care of everyone 
who needs help. The movement of the sector to assume leadership for 
addressing its own climate footprint and to leverage its economic and 
social influence to bring change beyond the sector is a powerful step in 
the right direction.

U.S. Health Care Rises to Meet the Climate Crisis
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Essential Hospitals Can Lead a Holistic 
Approach to Climate and Health

Kalpana Ramiah and Gary Cohen

Originally published November 23, 2022 in The Hill

Health care systems are on the front lines of the climate crisis—anchor-
ing disaster response while coping with growing health impacts from 

heatwaves, wildfires and other weather-related threats. Hardest hit are essen-
tial hospitals, which care for the nation’s most climate-vulnerable patients.

Within this challenge lies an opportunity. Given their stature in the 
most-impacted communities, essential hospitals could lead a holistic 
approach to climate and health. But in a time of strained resources 
and unrelenting demand, most lack the capacity to do so. With more 
federal funding, essential hospitals could improve health, equity and 
climate resilience in the most vulnerable communities.

The need for resilience is clear: climate change is impacting human 
and planetary health and the window of opportunity to secure a livable 
future is closing fast.

Extreme heat, the deadliest climate impact, exacerbates chronic con-
ditions such as heart disease, respiratory illness and diabetes. Rising 
temperatures trigger other insidious effects on human health and well-be-
ing, including food-, water- and vector-borne illness, along with mental 
health impacts and more.

The health burdens of climate change are not borne equally. While 
all Americans are at risk, low-income communities and communities 
of color are particularly vulnerable. Worse, climate impacts are layered 
atop existing inequities. Low-income communities and communities of 
color already bear higher disease burdens and lower life expectancies than 
more affluent and white populations. In effect, climate change is a threat 
multiplier for factors that contribute to disease and widen inequality.
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These challenges are felt most acutely by the country’s essential hospi-
tals, which care for patients regardless of their insured status or ability to 
pay. Essential hospitals provide a disproportionate share of the nation’s 
uncompensated care and typically operate with little or no profit margin. 
The patients who rely on essential hospitals are often economically dis-
advantaged, members of historically underrepresented racial and ethnic 
groups, often with complex clinical needs—all factors that put them at 
heightened risk from the health impacts of climate change.

Essential hospitals—and the health sector generally—have consid-
erable power to effect change. Representing nearly 20 percent of U.S. 
GDP, the health sector can leverage its purchasing power to drive the 
transition to clean energy and a low-carbon supply chain. And essential 
hospitals serve as vital anchor institutions in the most-impacted com-
munities, where they can address the factors that heighten vulnerability.

The health sector also plays a role in actually causing climate change. 
Despite its healing mission and commitment to “do no harm,” the health 
care industry is among the most carbon-intensive service sectors in the 
industrialized world, producing up to 4.6 percent of all greenhouse gas 
emissions. The U.S. health care system is responsible for about one-quar-
ter of the global sector’s emissions—a larger share than any other nation. 
This outsized impact provides an important lever for change.

While the problems of climate change and inequity create a vicious 
cycle of harm, the solutions to these problems can create a “virtuous 
circle” of mutually reinforcing benefits. For example, emissions reduc-
tions that also cut air pollution can immediately mitigate suffering from 
asthma and other respiratory diseases. And less air pollution means 
lower health care costs and reduced pressure on overburdened hospitals.

The potential benefits are staggering. In the United States, eliminating 
fossil fuel pollution could save 100,000 lives and $880 billion annually. 
Over the long term, air quality improvements alone could substantially 
offset, or even exceed, the costs of climate change mitigation.

With the motive and the means to address climate change and 
inequity, health systems are taking action. For example, Washington 
state-based Providence hospital system is reducing waste, switching to 
renewable energy, purchasing local and sustainable foods and phasing 
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out climate-changing anesthetic agents. Providence has cut emissions at 
its hospitals by nearly 12 percent and 26 of its facilities operate entirely 
on renewable energy.

And the Impact Purchasing Commitment, created by the Healthcare 
Anchor Network in partnership with Practice Greenhealth and Health 
Care Without Harm, directs health care purchasing toward industries 
that decrease their carbon footprint, produce safer products and services 
and grow economic opportunities for businesses owned by people of 
color and women.

Despite resource constraints, members of America’s Essential Hospi-
tals are also taking steps to reduce their energy use and lower emissions. 
For example, Atrium Health in North Carolina cut energy use by 20 
percent, winning the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) 

“Energy Star Partner of the Year” award for three consecutive years. The 
resulting cost savings enabled Atrium to donate $10 million toward 
affordable housing in the communities it serves. 

Importantly, essential hospitals are working to build environmental and 
social resilience in the communities they serve. For example, Boston Medical 
Center—one of the largest essential hospital and level 1 trauma centers in 
New England—worked with local stakeholders to identify the top chal-
lenges facing its patient population: housing instability and food insecurity. 
In response, Boston Medical Center has invested nearly $7 million since 
2017 to support community projects on housing and nutritional health.

These inspiring examples notwithstanding, relatively few essential 
hospitals have the capacity to mitigate and prepare for climate change.

That could change. Currently, there is unprecedented momentum at 
the intersection of climate, health and equity. In addition to issuing an 
executive order requiring federal agencies to decarbonize their facilities, 
the Biden administration created a new Office of Climate Change and 
Health Equity in the Department of Health and Human Services. This 
new office launched the Health Care Sector Climate Pledge, asking 
health care stakeholders to commit to halving their greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2030 and building more climate-resilient infrastructure. 
It’s a call to action that has already been met by 102 of the nation’s 
largest health systems.

Section IV: Environmental Health
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President Biden also signed into law the Inflation Reduction Act, 
which will invest $369 billion to drive the growth of clean energy and 
cut the nation’s carbon footprint. It will deliver financial support to 
enable health systems to cut emissions, while helping overburdened 
communities reduce pollution and make zero-emission infrastructure 
more affordable.

Collectively, these initiatives create a unique opportunity for transfor-
mation in the health sector. To achieve the greatest impact, the federal 
government must prioritize investments in essential hospitals that serve 
communities on the front lines of climate change and health inequity. 
With more resources, essential hospitals can engage communities to 
define and implement just, equitable solutions to the great climate and 
health challenges of our time.

Essential Hospitals Can Lead a Holistic Approach to Climate and Health
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Let’s Make the Switch to Clean Energy
Linda Walden

Originally published January 22, 2022 in Thomasville Times-Enterprise

If you are afraid to look at your gas bill, you are not alone. Energy prices 
are sky-high right now, as the economy rebounds and demand for oil and 

gas outstrips supply. That means more families are struggling to pay their 
heat and electric bills. The problem is especially severe here in the Southeast, 
where we have the highest number of “energy burdened” households—those 
that spend more than 6% of their yearly income on energy bills.

There are other costs, too: our energy system is also harming our health. 
In the Southeast, and across the U.S., we rely mostly on fossil fuels like 
natural gas to power our homes and businesses. But air pollution from 
burning fossil fuels is among the leading causes of illness and premature 
death worldwide. As a physician, I see the toll of air pollution every 
day—in young children with asthma gasping for breath, and in older 
patients with serious lung and heart disease. We have even seen higher 
death rates from COVID-19 in areas with the dirtiest air.

At the same time, fossil fuel combustion spews carbon dioxide and 
other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, warming the planet. The 
result: ever-more deadly heat waves, floods, crop failures and wildfires. 
This, too, affects my patients, particularly vulnerable communities and 
people of color, the disabled and pregnant women. Climate change also 
worsens the health of those with pre-existing conditions such as asthma, 
COPD, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and obesity. Children are missing 
days in school and adults are missing days of work. Both are suffering.

It doesn’t have to be this way. By switching to clean, renewable energy—
including wind and solar—we can help our pocketbooks, our health, 
and our planet.

Instead of sending billions of dollars out of the region each year to 
import fossil fuels, we can generate power right here with our most 
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abundant resource: sunshine. Today, solar power is more affordable than 
ever before. The average cost of solar panels has dropped nearly 70% 
since 2014, and is now economically competitive with fossil fuels. And 
when you consider the health benefits of cleaner air—fewer sick days 
and hospitalizations; longer, healthier lives—the savings are incalculable.

Solar energy is on the rise in the Southeast, with Georgia, Florida and 
the Carolinas making progress, while Mississippi and Alabama are lagging 
behind. Still, our region and nation remain heavily dependent on dirty, 
expensive fossil fuels.

Fortunately, the Southeast has a secret weapon in the fight for affordable, 
clean energy: rural electric cooperatives. These co-ops were founded during 
the Great Depression to electrify the countryside, and they still supply a 
hefty share of the region’s power. Here in Georgia, electric co-ops serve 
about 4.4 million of the state’s 10 million residents.

Members are part owners of the co-ops and have a voice, theoretically, 
in the decisions they make. We can use this voice to encourage co-ops to 
adopt more clean energy solutions. That’s the goal of a growing “energy 
democracy” movement, led by groups like OneVoice in Mississippi. These 
groups are organizing members, training them to serve on co-op boards 
and fight for better, cleaner power.

It’s a fight we must join. Today, we see the high cost of power on our 
gas and electric bills. But our reliance on burning fossil fuels exacts even 
greater, though less visible, costs to our health and our future. It’s time to 
make the transition to clean, affordable renewable energy. We can start by 
speaking up, and urging our rural electric cooperatives to make the switch.

Section V: Climate and Health Equity Fellowship (CHEF)
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Plastic Is Littering Our 
Environment and Our Bodies

Pragya Rai

Originally published June 5, 2022 in The Spokesman-Review

You may have seen the now-iconic video of a sea turtle with a plastic 
straw lodged in its nose. It is well known that plastic has invaded every 

corner of the planet, from Mt. Everest, the tallest peak on Earth, to the 
Mariana Trench, the deepest spot in the ocean.

These events would foreshadow a less well known occurrence; the 
detection of plastic in our bodies. Tiny plastic fragments—microplas-
tics—have been found in the human placenta, and in the blood of 80% 
of those tested. Scientists have also found microplastics in stool samples, 
with especially high concentrations found in the feces of infants. And 
airborne microplastics can accumulate in the lungs.

The health impacts of plastics in the human body are not fully known, 
but there are signs that it may cause or worsen disease. For example, a 
study in China found that feces from patients with inflammatory bowel 
disease (IBD) showed 1.5 times more microplastics per gram than that 
of healthy individuals.

How did we get here? Plastic made its way into the world of con-
sumerism after World War II. Cheaply made from petroleum, plastic is 
found in everyday objects such as water bottles, diapers, medical gadgets, 
toys, appliances, furniture, and cars. Plastic production increased from 2 
million tonnes per year to 381 million tonnes in 2015.

Much of that plastic is still with us. In 2015, Our World in Data 
reported that 55 percent of global plastic was discarded, 25 percent incin-
erated and 20 percent recycled. But “discarded” plastic doesn’t go away: 
once thrown in the trash and out of sight, plastics continue to degrade 
to smaller particles, along with the chemicals used to mold and preserve 
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them. These microplastics are distributed widely over our land, air, water 
and—given their minute size —readily enter the human body via inha-
lation and ingestion.

Scientists and doctors are increasingly concerned about chemicals from 
plastic leaching their way into the human body. In children, particularly, 
these chemicals (known as endocrine disruptors) have been linked to 
conditions such as obesity, type 2 diabetes, early puberty, and fertility 
issues. Of particular concern are hard clear plastics, like those used to 
make water bottles, which contain Bisphenol (BPA) . Also problematic 
are phthalates, used to make plastic flexible and can also be found in 
fragrances, skin products and processed foods.

There is much we can do, as individuals, to decrease exposure to these 
chemicals. For example, we can avoid plastic utensils and stop microwav-
ing food in plastic containers. We can use fragrance-free products, choose 
fresh food over canned or packaged foods, use a HEPA filtered vacuum, 
and avoid plastic products labeled #3,6,7. We can bring reusable bags to 
the market—though it would help so much more if the produce inside 
those cloth bags were not wrapped in plastic.

Our individual choices can have a broader impact. As more consumers 
refuse single-use plastic and choose plastic-free options, we will decrease 
demand and thereby production.

But consumers alone cannot turn the tide of plastic pollution. We need 
stricter guidelines on the production, use, and disposal of plastic, locally 
and globally. Washington State has made progress in this area, beginning 
with banning single-use plastic bags in 2021. By 2024, Washington will 
ban Styrofoam and require minimum recycled content in several types 
of single-use plastics. Now, a bill has been introduced to reduce the use 
of single-use utensils, condiments, and straws.

Producers must offer other methods of packaging that are less damaging 
to our environment and health. We can incentivize that shift by adopting 
Extended Producer Responsibility in which producers are responsible—
financially or physically—for the disposal or recycling of their products.

With its beginnings from crude oil to a shiny, moldable product now 
considered an essential, plastic has in many ways contributed significantly 
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to mankind. Despite its many benefits, we have somehow forgotten its 
life cycle and association with health and environmental injustice. Micro-
plastics are invading the planet and its detection in blood, feces, lungs 
and placenta begs the question of our own immunity. We must pause 
before we continue on this frenzy of massive production that began fifty 
years ago and ask the important question; how much do we truly need 
of this everlasting product, the plastic?
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Elon Musk: Make Austin 
an Ecological Paradise

Jessica Edwards

Originally published July 29, 2022 in The Austin Chronicle

Like many Austinites, I was excited when I learned that Tesla was moving 
its headquarters to Texas. As a practicing physician and Climate Health 

Equity Fellow, I was especially glad to learn that Tesla’s founder, Elon Musk, 
promised that the new factory would be an “ecological paradise.”

Musk’s promise seems limited to the Colorado River shoreline where 
his factory is located, and he has yet to honor it. But why stop there? 
Musk, the world’s richest person, could help make all of Austin an eco-
logical paradise. Indeed, with Musk’s help, Austin could show how cities 
can enjoy robust growth while protecting people and ecosystems. The 
challenge is real. Climate change is already impacting our daily lives, in 
Austin and around the world.

Our carbon emissions—mostly from burning fossil fuels—have heated 
up the planet by nearly 2 degrees Fahrenheit; we could reach 3 degrees by 
2050. As a result, we are seeing an increase in extreme weather conditions 
like heat waves, storms, and flooding.

And climate change is affecting our health. For example, carbon emis-
sions act like a growth serum—allergens like pollen and mold grow faster 
when exposed to carbon dioxide. I am treating many more cases of severe 
allergies, recurrent sinus infections, and asthma exacerbations in my 
family medicine practice, and patients are miserable. At the same time, 
we’re seeing new waterborne illnesses that haven’t appeared in the U.S. 
in a very long time. And extreme heat—the deadliest climate change 
impact—takes a growing toll on lives and health.

These health impacts also take an economic toll. More severe allergies 
and asthma mean more ER visits, more urgent care utilization, and higher 
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medication costs. The average cost of one vial of allergy injections is $600 
and the daily use of allergy/asthma medications can cost thousands per 
year. Overall, the health costs of air pollution and climate change already 
far exceed $800 billion per year in the U.S.

As our city grows (Austin is now the No. 1 relocation destination in the 
U.S.) our carbon emissions will only increase, with more severe climate 
and health impacts. But it doesn’t have to be that way. And here’s where 
Elon Musk can make a real difference.

Tesla’s electric cars are a great way to reduce emissions, but most people 
can’t afford them. The least expensive Tesla starts at around $45,000—
which is more than 60% of an average Austinites’ annual income. To 
remedy that, Tesla could provide incentives and deep discounts that enable 
its own workers and neighbors to buy electric vehicles.

Second, Tesla could take on a larger role in making sure that Austin has 
funding to go “green” with increased access to bike lanes, parks, electrical 
vehicle charging stations, and electric public transit options.

Finally, Tesla must be transparent about carbon emissions from its 
factory, and roll out a plan to decrease them over time.

It’s not much to ask. Tesla received millions in state and county tax 
credits for locating its factory here in Austin. And, unlike some state 
leaders, Elon Musk is on record saying that “climate change is the biggest 
threat that humanity faces this century…” It’s time for Tesla to address 
that threat, and bring us closer to “ecological paradise,” by protecting 
climate and human health in the community it depends on.

Elon Musk: Make Austin an Ecological Paradise
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Rx for Heatwaves: Sacramento Needs a 
Comprehensive Plan for Extreme Heat

Nneoma Nwachuku Ojiaku

Originally published September 1, 2022 on Medium

Chart note:

Sacramento County, California, age 172 years old.

Experiences higher-than-average ambient temperatures leading to sig-
nificant illness and death.

Condition worsened by continuing climate change.

Extreme heat events run in the family; neighboring counties and states, 
also at risk.

County is minimally aware of current condition. Unprepared. Requires 
urgent intervention.

End dictation.

Sacramento is sick. Heat sick.

Last summer our city endured some of the hottest temperatures on 
record, with July 2021 posting the second-highest temperature ever—113 
degrees—for downtown Sacramento. By century’s end, Sacramento could 
be grappling with the limits of human survivability if comprehensive 
action is not taken now on extreme heat.

Heatwaves are more than a mere inconvenience: they are deadly. 
Extreme heat claims more lives than any other weather-related event. 
Heatwaves can cause heat stroke, in which the body overheats, damaging 
multiple organ systems. Exposure to extreme heat exacerbates pre-existing 
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cardiovascular disease. Also, some medications, especially vital psychiatric 
drugs, affect temperature regulation, putting people at increased risk of 
heat-related illness and death.

As an obstetrician, I see the effects of heatwaves on pregnant people. 
Exposure to extreme heat is linked to preterm birth, blood pressure disor-
ders, and birth defects. As a clinician serving marginalized communities, I 
am disturbed by this avoidable scourge that disproportionately affects my 
patients and their families. Racism, codified by biased housing policies 
and political disenfranchisement, sequesters non-white populations into 
the hottest city blocks—known as urban heat islands.

The best approach to addressing chronic illness is a holistic one that 
identifies and addresses root causes, while prescribing interim solutions. Cli-
mate change is a root cause of heatwaves. According to the United Nations’ 
report released earlier this year, we must curtail the release of greenhouse 
gas emissions to prevent further global warming that underlies extreme 
weather events. We can do that by electrifying transportation, greening 
urban spaces, and investing in low-carbon fuel sources and technologies.

We have interim solutions, too. Governor Newsom released an Extreme 
Heat Action Plan that pledges $300 million towards adapting to the state’s 
warmer reality. Assembly Bill 2076, the Extreme Heat and Community 
Resilience program, takes the governor’s plan further, ensuring account-
ability in our state’s efforts to protect the most vulnerable from our hotter 
reality—youth, outdoor workers, the elderly, homeless residents, pregnant 
people, and historically disadvantaged communities.

Sacramento needs improved and strengthened public health messaging. 
California undercounts the number of extreme heat related deaths—a 
grievous public health error that needs to be rectified. We also must 
warn our communities about impending heatwaves, just as we do with 
hurricanes and tornadoes.

Cooling centers serve as a low-cost, effective intervention to protect 
residents from extreme heat. Sacramento hosts a few of these centers, 
but to protect the most vulnerable, free transportation should be made 
available to these sites. Beyond this, Sacramento County needs to invest 
in local community resilience hubs to prevent death and illness from the 
disastrous effects of climate change in our community.

Rx for Heatwaves: Sacramento Needs a Comprehensive Plan for Extreme Heat
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As a region, we must ensure access to financial assistance to help low-in-
come families cool their homes. And we must invest in improved building 
construction that promotes cooler indoor temperatures and efficient 
energy use. Weatherization of buildings and communities must include 
renters, as well as homeowners.

AB 2076 also calls for a statewide Chief Heat Officer to address the 
public health, environmental, and economic effects of extreme heat events. 
Sacramento would do well to follow in the footsteps of other cities, like Los 
Angeles, Phoenix and Miami, and create a similar position for our county.

Yes, Sacramento is heat sick, but we have an effective treatment plan. 
This treatment plan requires an all-hands-on-deck, holistic approach to 
addressing the issues of climate change and human health.

Our prognosis may be dire, but the condition is treatable, if we act now.
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I See Double Jeopardy in Climate 
Change and Poor Health

Tracey L. Henry

Originally published October 19, 2022 in The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Mary is a 50 year-old widow and mother of three from the Atlanta 
metro area.  She struggles with high blood pressure and asthma, and 

lives in an older home that floods in heavy rain. Mary works two part-time 
jobs -- one at an industrial plant—and often walks to work, given high gas 
prices. On one of her walks home, she experienced muscle cramping along 
with a fast heart rate, headache, dizziness, and nausea. Mary sat down on 
the side of the road where she became confused and then passed out. Luckily, 
a bystander noticed and called 911. She was taken to a nearby hospital for 
treatment of a heat stroke. 

Mary is not real, but her story is common.

In this summer of record-setting heat, drought, and epic storms, we 
are hearing a lot about climate change. At the same time, the COVID-19 
pandemic has raised new awareness of inequities in health. Mary’s story 
shows how these issues are connected.

You may ask, doesn’t the weather affect all of us equally? Aren’t we 
all experiencing the same climate and environmental conditions? Why 
would one person be more affected than another?

Let’s unpack this.

First, it is clear that the climate is changing, and that the warming planet 
affects our health. Global temperatures have risen by about 2 degrees 
Fahrenheit since pre-industrial times, causing more extreme weather 
events, like flooding, droughts, and wildfires. In the United States, last 
year was the second-worst on record for weather-related disasters, with 
20 events resulting in the deaths of 688 people.  
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While climate disasters can affect anyone, low-income communities 
and people of color are hit first and worst. For example, Blacks or Afri-
can Americans are already more likely to live in neighborhoods at risk of 
flooding, and climate change is expected to make that worse.

Or consider extreme heat, the deadliest impact of climate change. Here 
in Georgia, we currently average about 20 dangerous heat days a year. 
But if climate change is not addressed, our state could see more than 90 
dangerous heat days by 2050. In 2015, roughly 53 per 100,000 people 
in Georgia died of heat-related illness. If the number of dangerous heat 
days more than quadruples, we could also see a fourfold increase in deaths.

Here, too, Black and brown communities are hit hardest. The rate of 
heat-related deaths for Blacks is 150% to 200% greater than for Whites in 
the US. Hispanic and/or Latinx persons are also more vulnerable, because 
they are more likely to work in high-risk industries like agriculture and 
construction. And low-income neighborhoods are actually hotter—by 
up to 20 degrees -- than wealthier parts of town, which usually have 
more cooling trees. 

These changes in weather add to the collective stresses experienced 
by resource-poor communities. Such communities have struggled for 
years to access clean air, nutritious food, quality drinking water, and safe 
shelter. Extreme weather events are layered on top of everyday insults like 
pollution, lack of green space, poor water quality, and infectious disease 
that are harmful to our health. Climate change is an issue of health equity.

According to the CDC, health equity is “the state in which everyone has 
a fair and just opportunity to attain their highest level of health. Achieving 
this requires focused and ongoing societal efforts to address historical and 
contemporary injustices; overcome economic, social,  and other obstacles 
to health and healthcare; and eliminate preventable health disparities.” 

The same inequities we see in healthcare, resulting from inequitable 
access to education and economic opportunity, are all exacerbated by 
climate change. Climate change and health equity go in hand in hand.

New federal legislation, the Inflation Reduction Act, may actually 
address some of these concerns. By promoting clean, renewable energy, 
the Act aims to reduce climate-changing carbon emissions and slow down 
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planetary warming.  The law offers incentives to buy electric vehicles and 
rooftop solar, and will give a serious boost to Georgia’s growing solar 
energy industry. 

By reducing emissions and air pollution, this federal legislation will 
mean cleaner air and better health for the people of Georgia. Still, we 
must make sure that those who are hit hardest by climate change see the 
benefits from the new law. Supporting local Georgia legislation that would 
enact an environmental justice task force or commission to consider and 
address the disproportionate impact of environmental related policies on 
people of color and resource poor families is a key step.

Climate change is here and now. And people like Mary face a double 
jeopardy from climate change and poor health. The good news is that 
climate solutions are also health solutions. Now, we must make sure those 
solutions reach those who need them most.

I See Double Jeopardy in Climate Change and Poor Health
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Children of Color and Low-
Income Kids Still Receive Unsafe 
Mercury-Based Dental Fillings

Rueben C. Warren and Mark Mitchell

Originally published June 22, 2022 in Health Affairs Forefront

It has been more than a year since the Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) asked dentists to stop using amalgam—the familiar silver-colored 

material used to fill cavities—in children and other “high risk” groups. 
That’s because amalgam contains 50 percent mercury, a well-known 
neurotoxicant.

The risks are alarming. We know that mercury from amalgam is 
absorbed into the body, where it can be detected in blood and tissue 
samples. The more amalgam fillings a person has, the higher their blood 
levels of mercury. Mercury exposure is associated with irreversible cog-
nitive and neurological impairment, as well as other long-term health 
impacts. Children, whose brains are still developing, are at greatest risk 
from exposure to neurotoxicants such as mercury.

While the science on amalgam and health continues to evolve, the data 
are strong enough to prompt a global shift away from mercury-based fill-
ings. The World Health Organization recently declared mercury a major 
public health and environmental concern, recommending composite and 
glass ionomer fillings as healthful, cost-effective alternatives to amalgam. 
The European Union bans amalgam in children younger than age 15, 
pregnant women, and breastfeeding mothers. Many other countries 
have banned or limited amalgam use. And the Minamata Convention 
on Mercury, which the US signed in 2013, has called for a phase-out of 
amalgam use in those same vulnerable groups.

The data on the extent of amalgam use in the US are sparse and out 
of date, but in our experience as dental and medical professionals, we’ve 
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seen that Black, Latino, Native American, and low-income kids are much 
more likely to get mercury-based amalgam fillings than their more affluent 
non-Hispanic White counterparts. Anecdotally, just recently, one of us 
(Dr. Mitchell) was talking with a dental colleague and, when asked how 
often he uses amalgam in his private practice, the colleague responded, 

“only three or four times per year.” However, he noted that his wife—a 
pediatric dentist—uses amalgam “all the time” in her Medicaid patients, 
who are mostly children of color.

Indeed, low-income kids of color are more likely to get dental care 
through Medicaid and other governmental programs that still use amalgam 
than from any other insurance source. In three states (Georgia, Kentucky, 
and West Virginia) Medicaid will only pay for amalgam, and not the slightly 
more expensive alternatives. The Indian Health Service is gradually phasing 
out amalgam but continues to use mercury-based fillings, even in small 
children. Also, many low-income kids get their fillings at dental school clin-
ics, where amalgam is still part of the curriculum and clinical requirements.

In the US, the decision to use amalgam is left to the discretion of dental 
providers, allowing racial bias to put a thumb on the scale. We know that 
bias can play a role in whether Black patients receive pain medication and 
also contributes to racial disparities in health outcomes. Perhaps, some 
dentists weigh health risks differently when they are deciding how to fill 
the cavities of Black and Brown children.

No matter the reason that dentists still use them, mercury-based fillings 
add to an already heavy burden of toxics for children of color from all 
income levels. Black children, who are more likely to live near toxic waste 
sites, coal-fired power plants, and other polluting facilities, already have 
higher levels of mercury in their bodies than non-Hispanic White kids. 
They don’t need more mercury from amalgam.

Amalgam fillings also poison the environment, which affects us all. 
Dental amalgam accounts for much of the mercury in use in the United 
States. Mercury from amalgam leaches into the environment through 
cremation and burial, dental clinic water and air emissions, and human 
waste. Our health and that of the environment are intimately connected.

The ethical, practical solution to this problem is to ban amalgam use in 
the US, particularly in children and other at-risk groups. While the full 

Children of Color and Low-Income Kids Still Receive Unsafe Dental Fillings
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scope of the problem is unclear without better data, we know that many 
government programs, including Medicaid and the Indian Health Service, 
continue to place mercury fillings in children’s mouths—in defiance of the 
FDA’s warnings. And we know that safer alternatives, such as composite 
and glass ionomer, are available at a reasonable cost. It is time for the US 
Secretary of Health, Xavier Becerra, to halt the use of amalgam in dental 
care provided or subsidized for by the federal government.

As longtime champions of environmental health and social justice, 
we envision a world where all people have equal access to health and 
to the health care they need to thrive. As long as Black, Latino, Native 
American, and low-income children receive amalgam fillings while their 
affluent non-Hispanic White counterparts get the safer alternative, that 
vision remains elusive. 
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Climate Change Is Causing 
Premature Death

Yvonne Collins

Originally published October 19, 2022 in MedPage Today

Mary Williams* saved for 15 years to purchase a home. She found 
a small house in South Shore (on Chicago’s south side), made an 

offer, and achieved her dream. A massive rainstorm flooded her basement 
8 months later. So, Williams reached out to her insurance company only 
to find out floods were not covered. Calls to FEMA and her alderman 
received no response. She found herself without the money to repair 
her damaged, mold-infested basement. Williams also has a history of 
asthma, and the mold caused increasingly severe respiratory problems 
requiring two hospitalizations. Because her physician determined that 
she could not safely remain in that environment, Williams eventually 
had to leave—losing both her savings and her home.

Williams is not alone. In a warming world, more Americans face threats 
to their health and wellbeing. Greenhouse gas emissions from the burning 
of fossil fuels are leading to extreme weather, flooding, and rising sea levels, 
among other planetary changes. Those changes affect human health in 
several ways, both direct and indirect.

Indeed, within a decade, climate change is expected to cause approxi-
mately 250,000 additional deaths per year globally—from malnutrition, 
malaria, diarrhea, and heat stress. That’s approximately the equivalent of 
losing the entire population of Buffalo, New York, every year. A dispro-
portionate number of those deaths will occur in vulnerable populations, 
including pregnant women, children, minorities, older adults, and the 
chronically ill, especially those in low-income communities. Health pro-
fessionals can—indeed, must—help reduce those numbers.

Here’s what we are seeing in our clinics and hospitals. With increasing 
levels of ozone and particulate matter, both of which correlate with 
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rising temperatures, there are more hospitalizations and emergency 
room visits for asthma. Rising temperatures mean higher pollen con-
centrations, as well as longer allergy seasons. This increases hay fever, 
coughing, sneezing, itchy eyes, and allergic rhinitis. Extreme rainfall is 
associated with indoor air quality concerns, including increases in mold, 
which worsens respiratory diseases like asthma. Climate change also 
leads to droughts and wildfires, which further reduce air quality. Smoke 
from wildfires causes chest pain, respiratory infections, and worsening 
asthma, which increase hospitalizations in addition to directly causing 
premature deaths.

Extreme heat—one of the deadliest climate impacts—causes deaths 
from heat stroke. Higher temperatures also lead to increased respiratory, 
cardiovascular, and renal hospitalizations. After heat, heavy precipitation 
leading to floods causes the second highest number of climate-related 
deaths, mostly from drowning in floods. Additionally, increased rainfall 
leads to more waterborne disease and mold contamination.

For pregnant women, climate change is in some cases linked to 
premature births; their babies may suffer from low birth weight and 
neurodevelopmental delay, in addition to increases in asthma, upper 
respiratory tract infections, coughing, and wheezing. Drought increases 
wildfires and dust storms, and worsens water and air quality. Displace-
ment after such disasters contributes to mental health concerns, including 
post-traumatic stress disorder and violence against women.

Scientists estimate that the direct cost of health-related effects will be 
between $2 to 4 billion per year by 2030. The time for change is now 
—and healthcare professionals can play a part in reducing the morbidity 
and mortality related to climate change. It is our job to educate our col-
leagues and our patients. An environmental history is key. This includes 
asking patients about their work history, home exposures, and community 
exposures just as we take a medical or family history.

We can teach our patients to be aware of their environments, looking 
at air quality levels and wearing masks or staying inside when the quality 
is poor. We can provide instruction on finding cooling stations when 
needed. We can make sure our patients know how to be alerted about a 
disaster, and where to go for protection.

Section V: Climate and Health Equity Fellowship (CHEF)
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We can advocate to build community resilience. HHS defines com-
munity health resilience as “the ability of a community to use its assets 
to strengthen public health and healthcare systems and to improve the 
community’s physical, behavioral, and social health to withstand, adapt to, 
and recover from adversity.” For example, resilient communities nurture 
strong social connections and prepare for disaster by creating evacuation 
and reunification plans and distributing disaster kits.

We must collaborate with elected officials to improve the infrastruc-
ture of our communities. For example, planting urban forests and green 
spaces can reduce the urban heat island effect and absorb floodwaters. 
Rainwater harvesting can help maintain water supply during a drought. 
Identifying areas at risk of flooding and relocating vulnerable members of 
the community can save lives. Solar panels and energy-efficient insulation 
can save money, reduce emissions, and make homes more comfortable.

We can decrease our own carbon footprint—and teach others to do 
so—by simply unplugging devices when not in use, turning off lights 
when we leave a room, washing clothes in cold water, using LED light 
bulbs, eating less meat, walking, or biking more.

Finally, and importantly, we can advocate for society-wide efforts to 
mitigate climate change. Studies show that health professionals are trusted 
messengers on this issue. And there is so much that governments, non-
profits, and the private sector can do: transition to renewable energy, 
decarbonize facilities and supply chains, support public transit and energy 
efficiency, and more.

We can change the trajectory. We can move from increased mortality 
to increased resilience. And we need to start in those communities that 
need it most.

*Patient name has been changed

Climate Change Is Causing Premature Death
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Children With Asthma Breathe 
Easier With Electric School Buses

Gerri A. Cannon-Smith

Originally published December 30, 2022 in Mississippi Free Press

Take a deep breath. For the one in 10 Mississippi schoolchildren who 
suffer from asthma, that’s not always an easy thing to do. But new 

federal funding for electric school buses could help them breathe easier—if 
our school districts choose to accept it.

Asthma, the most common chronic health condition in children, 
causes “flare-ups” of wheezing and difficulty breathing. Students with 
asthma are absent from school more than twice as often as their class-
mates, due to doctors/clinic visits, trips to the emergency department 
and hospitalizations.

One of the best ways to prevent asthma flare-ups is to avoid triggers 
such as pollen, dust, cigarette smoke and air pollution. And the buses that 
carry kids to and from school are a major source of the latter. The vast 
majority of school buses (95%) are powered by diesel engines that spew 
pollutants including carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, hydrocarbons, 
volatile organic compounds and particulate matter. These pollutants are 
linked to asthma and other respiratory problems as well as cardiovascular 
disease and cancer.

Children who ride school buses are especially vulnerable. Breathing in 
diesel exhaust from idling buses or riding inside older, poorly ventilated 
buses can trigger lung irritation and/or allergic reactions that cause asthma 
or make pre-existing asthma worse. Long-term exposures can increase 
the frequency and severity of asthma flare-ups.

Clean Electric Buses Make Economic Sense 
One effective solution to this problem is to increase the number of clean, 
electric school buses. Last month, the Biden-Harris administration’s 
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Environmental Protection Agency announced plans to do just that—by 
allotting almost $1 billion to the Clean School Bus Program, which 
will help 389 school districts across the country purchase more than 
2,400 clean school buses. Rural, low-income and tribal school districts 
are prioritized for funding. The EPA is also partnering with the U.S. 
Department of Energy and Department of Transportation to provide 
technical assistance to districts that want to switch from diesel to electric.

Nine (of 137) Mississippi school districts serving over 75,000 students 
are slated to receive $36 million in awards from the Clean School Bus 
Program in this round of funding. In fiscal-year 2023, EPA will make 
available another $1 billion in competitive grants for clean school buses. 
It is imperative that Mississippi school districts—with 50% of students 
living in rural counties requiring school bus transportation—take advan-
tage of this funding. 

Opting for electric buses makes good economic sense. Electric buses 
are not only cleaner than their diesel counterparts, they are also cheaper 
to maintain ($.19  vs $.82 per mile). This fact is not lost on the additional 
10 school districts that have been awarded $7.3 million for 54 clean 
school buses through the State of Mississippi’s Volkswagen Environmental 
Mitigation Program.

While these financial benefits will accrue over the long term, we in the 
medical community expect to see health benefits right away—thanks to 
improved air quality and fewer asthma flare-ups. Those health benefits 
will be greatest in low-income households and communities of color, 
which bear the heaviest burdens from air pollution. 

Mississippi has higher levels of particulate pollution than other U.S. 
states, and the problem is even worse in the districts that are eligible 
for clean school buses. These areas—where high rates of asthma and 
pollution go hand in hand—will benefit greatly from cleaner air. This is 
true in Mississippi, and it’s true for the nation as a whole. In fact, if we 
eliminated all fossil-fuel pollution in the United States, we could save 
100,000 lives and $880 billion annually.  

At the same time, reducing our use of fossil fuels will lower our emis-
sions of greenhouse gases, which are heating up the planet. A hotter planet 
is dangerous to our health, as it causes extreme heat waves, droughts, 
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wildfires, floods and hurricanes. Here in Mississippi, we are already coping 
with an increase in severity of hurricanes and other extreme weather 
events. A hotter future would also bring deadlier heat waves, rising coastal 
sea levels, longer mosquito seasons and catastrophic damage to fisheries.

Today, too many Mississippi school children struggle to breathe, and 
the buses they rely on can make the problem worse. I urge school districts 
to apply for and use funding from the Clean School Bus Program as one 
way to protect the health and well-being of our students. 

It’s a win-win proposition. Switching to clean electric buses, school 
districts can save on transportation costs, reduce school absenteeism, 
improve health outcomes in our communities, and protect the planet. 
That way, we can all breathe easier.

Section V: Climate and Health Equity Fellowship (CHEF)
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The Other Threat to Our Water Supply
Nicole Mahealani Lum

Originally published January 1, 2023 in Ka Wai Ola

Climate change threatens Hawai’i’s clean water sources and endangers 
the health of our people.

The Navy fuel leakage into the tap water supply at O’ahu’s military 
housing has sickened hundreds. The illness, displacement, and anxiety 
caused by this crisis reinforced the critical importance of protecting our 
waterways and maintaining access to clean water.

But fuel leaks are not our only worry; climate change is an underrecog-
nized, long-standing threat to our water supply.

Climate change is here in Hawai’i. Now. We are experiencing more 
extreme weather, hotter temperatures, drought, and rising sea levels. As a 
doctor, I regularly see the health effects of these and other environmental 
changes.

The consequences of sea level rise are most obvious when king tides 
erode and destroy coastal homes and communities. But a lesser-known 
consequence is seawater rising into the groundwater table—a vital fresh 
water supply. When sea levels rise, the heavier saltwater pushes up from 
the ocean and mixes with the groundwater, causing salt contamination 
and inland flooding. Salty groundwater is undrinkable. Brain swelling, 
seizures and coma are some symptoms of salt poisoning.

If we do not protect our freshwater supply, we will lose it and suffer 
dire consequences.

We are an island community that has been industrialized, and our 
resources are limited. What water we have left for consumption is con-
trolled by governing bodies, diverted from natural pathways, rationed 
out across the island, and used wastefully. We are not living like an island. 
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Hawai’i imports 90% of its food, mostly from the continental United 
States. Petroleum accounts for 60% of Hawai’i’s imports. Our dependency 
on fossil fuels is driving climate change.

We are living unsustainably, and soon our beautiful islands will reach 
a tipping point.

Everyone will suffer, but certain people are more vulnerable to climate 
change and its effects: low-income individuals, older adults, pregnant 
women, children, and people with chronic diseases. Native Hawaiians 
and other Pacific Islanders suffer disproportionately high rates of chronic 
diseases such as obesity and diabetes. The irony is painful—Hawaiians 
have more chronic diseases and are hit hardest by the effects of environ-
mental change—yet for centuries we thrived in abundance by following 
land and water conservation practices that sustained generations of people 
before colonial contact.

Perhaps the answer lies therein. To restore balance and health in our 
islands, we need to turn to the wisdom of our ancestors and return to 
natural systems and practices. We need to reduce our wasteful consump-
tion of natural resources like water. We need to restore the natural flow of 
water within our community and grow our own food. We need to drive 
less and walk more. We need to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels, and 
support policies for renewable energy. We need to take care of this land.

We cannot wait for the next crisis to take action and protect our precious 
home. Water in its natural cycle gives forth life—let’s all do our part to 
make sure we still have it.

Section V: Climate and Health Equity Fellowship (CHEF)
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