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Racial Equity and Urban Climate Action

Equity is hardly mentioned in most urban climate action plans, but a few cities, like Austin, Texas, are
leading the charge to center in equity in both the process and content of climate planning.

Joan Fitzgerald | June 7, 2020, 11am PDT
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The crowd at an Austin, Texas rally to commemorate Earth Day in 2017, while well intentioned, doesn't represent
the demographics of the entire community.
Ben Kailing / Shutterstock
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Government has long been complicit in creating our nation's structural racism.

The nation was founded with slavery enforced by the state, and southern states continued to
enforce Jim Crow even after Emancipation. In The Color of Law, Richard Rothstein definitively
establishes that the U.S. government spread segregation to the North as the price of southern
support for the New Deal. Federal and state governments colluded with developers and brokers to
limit access of aspiring Black homeowners to white neighborhoods, resulting in government-
created ghettoes. To this day, police violence is disproportionately directed against people of color,
most recently in the George Floyd murder by Minneapolis police.

Along with residential exclusion and segregation environmental racism introduces another level of
harm. Not surprisingly, the dirtiest of industrial facilities have been located in predominantly black
and immigrant neighborhoods. These neighborhoods also have been deliberately exposed to
sources of pollution—highways, incinerators, factories, oil-fired power plants, and more. Studying
California, the Union of Concerned Scientists estimated that African Americans and Latinos are
exposed to about 40 percent more particulate matter from cars, trucks, and buses than whites. The
cumulative result is much higher levels of polluting particulate matter in Black neighborhoods and
serious health consequences.

Further, the "Fourth National Climate Assessment," a congressionally mandated report on climate

change and its impacts published by the U.S Global Change Research Program in 2018, warned that
climate change disproportionately affects low-income communities and communities of color—and
emphasized that government's need to work closely with those communities to develop solutions.

In this moment, it is time for every city to reframe urban climate action so that remedies for these
wrongs inflicted on communities of color are at the forefront. Equity is hardly mentioned in most
urban climate action plans, but that is changing. A few cities are leading the way on making it a
focus—both in process and in content.

Austin is among a handful of cities exemplifying a broader and more representative participation
process in developing and implementing climate action plans. Austin is a city marked by
environmental racism stemming from its 1929 master plan that zoned industrial uses almost
exclusively in minority neighborhoods.

Austin has been revising its Community Climate Plan during the pandemic. Zach Baumer, Austin's
climate program manager, relates that racial equality and full participation representing the city's
diversity were key principles guiding the process and the content.

Before the planning process started, the city's Sustainability Office worked with a local human
rights activist and community organizer, Dr. Tane Ward, to create a climate equity anti-racism
training program that all staff and community activists involved in planning and outreach for the
Community Climate Plan Process.
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A key aspect of integrating equity into the climate planning process is effective outreach. Baumer
worked with Austin’s chief equity officer for ongoing guidance on who to work with in the
community and which groups were a must to have at the table during our process. Two years prior,
the office hired an equity and inclusion fellow, Celine Rendon, for a summer internship (funded by
the Urban Sustainability Directors Network). Rendon was hired back in the fall of 2019 as a
community engagement specialist to draw on her skills, knowledge, and connections with local
environmental and social justice groups. Having the trust of these groups, she set up meetings and
made many connections with individuals to participate in the planning process. While finding
community members willing to participate in the process took two weeks during the previous
planning process (five years ago), this time the office allowed three months to recruit a more
diverse set of participants.

The outreach effort achieved the city's goal for people of color to comprise more than half of the
residents participating in the three-month planning process. A total of 140 people in five working
groups were engaged in determining goals and strategies. Each committed to attending two two-
hour planning meetings per month for six months. Participants were asked if they needed
compensation for their time to participate in the process, and those who requested it were
reimbursed $500 for the full commitment.

A separate group of 12 climate ambassadors was recruited to talk to people and gather feedback
from residents on changes they wanted to see in their neighborhoods. These ambassadors were
not climate activists, but were known in their communities through various community, arts, or
other organizations. The ambassadors were creative in their outreach—holding house parties, going
to church groups, and then switching to telephones and virtual venues once Covid-19 required
social distancing. Ten individuals were paid $1,500 each for their outreach and reporting and two
organizations that served as ambassadors received $3,000 each. The notes from interviews and
interactions were recorded in reports, and then summarized into presentations to city staff and
community members active in the planning process.

Assessing each goal of the plan was the next step of keeping racial equity front and center. On this
front, Austin is one of several cities adapting an equity assessment tool developed by the Local and
Regional Governmental Alliance on Race and Equity, a national network oflocal, state, and regional
governmentworking towardracial equity and increased opportunities and the Urban Sustainability
Directors Network, which created the Equity Foundations Training completed by staff of the Austin
Office of Sustainability. The equity tool allows cities to examine policies, plans, programs, and
budgets to eliminate individual, institutional, and structural racism. The first question in the seven-
step analysis of any goal of the plan: “Who benefits and who will be burdened?” The tool builds
awareness to help city staff better recognize the unintended racial consequences of their work.

We see several factors related to Austin's success: staff who have been through equity and anti-
racist training; a staff member dedicated to outreach and engagement; multiple ways of engaging
residents of color; paying advisory committee members and offering childcare so participation can
be sustained over time; and a process that ensures that equity is baked into all goals and strategies.
Austin benefitted from networking with other USDN cities that were pioneers in this approach, in
particular staff from Portland and Seattle.
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Other cities could learn from Austin and the handful of other cities. But first we need a commitment
to build climate justice into all climate action planning.

Joan Fitzgerald

Joan Fitzgerald is a professor in the School of Public Policy & Urban Affairs at
Northeastern University. Her latest book, Greenovation: Urban Leadership
on Climate Change, was published this March by Oxford Univ. Press.
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