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world that we can question our values and as-
sumptions about what our futures hold — and 
ultimately, the meaning of our existence. In this 
respect, the vision of a climate just future is also 
about putting smiles on our faces as radiant as 
the sun, and embracing the things that make us 
laugh like never before in the presence of friends 
and family.  It is also about acknowledging the 
pain and sorrow that makes cry when pieces of 
our lives vanish under the weight of social and 
environmental injustice.

At this moment in history, we are at the cross-
roads of four major intersecting crises: massive 
economic inequality, systemic racial injustice, 
the climate crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic.  
All threaten our future. We could easily follow 
paths taken throughout the course of history and 
continue with business-as-usual practices, allow-
ing communities that already face the impacts of 
these crises to continue being disproportionately 
affected by economic grief and watching pieces 
of their lives vanish. Or, by realizing the stark 
intersectionality and momentous change we as a 
people can cause in unity, we could instead use 
this pivotal point in time as the nexus for the 
great transformation of our society that will truly 
be built on principles of justice, sustainability, 
and equity. As these crises intensify, we must 
realize how these crises intersect. We must also 
realize the shared responsibility and opportunity 
that lies before us to revitalize society. It all starts 
with a climate justice vision of the future.

2 NEJRC

The climate crisis constitutes a planetary emer-
gency that requires immediate and bold action. 
But such a task can appear daunting, if not over-
whelming, to the average citizen. For many, it is 
easier to retreat into despair and denial in the 
face of the enormity of this challenge. In this 
respect, a fear of climate change can be destabi-
lizing, and lead to paralysis. The task before the 
climate justice movement is to create a vision 
of how climate change can serve as a catalyst 
for building a more just and sustainable future 
— for creating the best society the world has 
ever seen. Such a vision can inspire millions of 
people all across the country to become part of 
a mass-based movement capable of challenging 
the entrenched power of the fossil-fuel industry 
and bringing forth dramatic and transformative 
changes capable of arresting the climate crisis.

Such a vision of a climate just future can inspire 
us to imagine what is possible and what we are 
capable of achieving when people from different 
walks of life act in solidarity with one another. 
The climate just vision is already inspiring a 
solar technology revolution and the adoption of 
clean, renewable energy systems. The climate 
just vision is also helping to fuel movements 
for the rights and liberation of disproportion-
ately burdened peoples all over the world. It is 
through embracing ideas and visions of a better 



The quest for climate justice has many compo-
nents.  An essential part of this vision is a jobs 
guarantee program that creates millions of good, 
high-wage jobs, and creates a safety net that pri-
oritizes the rights of workers and labor unions. It 
is a vision of a future where neighborhoods are 
unwavering in their demands for clean air and 
water, and have access to vibrant green spaces, 
reliable mass transportation, and healthy food 
systems. A vision where affordability and equal-
ity are a top priority — enabling people regard-
less of gender, age, economic and legal status, 
ethnic group, religious/political affiliation, sexual 
orientation, and incarceration record to have 
good housing they can afford. This vision of free-
dom truly means social ownership and control 
of energy utilities and public services; and giving 
every person the opportunity to thrive in the 
communities where they live, work, and play.

And ultimately, the seeds for our vision of 
change are sown with the understanding that in 
our future no one will be left behind. With the 
momentum afforded by the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) and environmental justice (EJ) move-
ments, we will not be starting from scratch. 
Intergenerational and intercultural collaboration 
will guide our every effort in reinforcing social 
coexistence, and the table at which decisions are 
made will be taken apart and rebuilt to allow all 
community members to have a voice. This under-
standing acknowledges that it is within our pow-
er to reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
with a just transition to renewable energy, and 
that we can restore our local ecosystems to pro-
tect us and our loved ones from the calamity that 
our changing climate will bring. And this vision 
of change is embodied by the Green New Deal, 
a landmark collection of policies we will carry 
forward in solving the four major crises that lie 
before us. With solidarity reached from the com-
ing together of all progressive social movements, 
coupled with the democratization of the technol-
ogy necessary for this transformation, no group 
will be left excluded from the bridge we build to 
a better future.

It is possible to turn the vision of a climate 
just future into reality; and there is no better 
time than now to start.
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OUR PLANET IS ON FIRE:
  GLOBAL CLIMATE CRISIS
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In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) released a report on the “impacts 
of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels and related global greenhouse gas emis-
sion pathways in the context of strengthening the 
global response to the threat of climate change, 
sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate 
poverty.”2 The report reveals that human-in-
duced warming has increased by approximately 
1°C above pre-industrial levels in 2017, and is ex-
pected to rise 0.2°C per decade. Globally current 
temperature increase due to human influence has 
already caused 75 percent of the moderate daily 
hot extremes over land, and human influence 
makes up the cause of the majority of the most 
extreme and rare events.3

“The moment we decide to fulfill something, 
          we can do anything.”
   Greta Thunberg, , Houses of Parliament, UK, 23 April 201911

While seeming like small values, the projected 
impacts of global average warming of 1.5°C and 
greater are tremendous.4 Those who will be im-
pacted the most are already disadvantaged and 
vulnerable groups without the resources to pro-
tect themselves or rebuild post-disaster, perpetu-
ating the cycle of inequity.5 Our planet is on fire, 
resulting in devastating impacts on millions of 
people around the Globe.6 Tens of millions have 
already been forced to leave their homes, and we 
will only see the numbers of climate refugees and 
impacts of climate change accumulate exponen-
tially unless we take action. 

It is these potential impacts that makes it imper-
ative for us to take action. We should do so not 
only because it is in-line with scientific consensus 
but also because it is morally right to take the 
action that results in the least harm. We must 
address the climate crisis and every embodied 
projection that holds the groups already suffer-
ing the most to continue experiencing the most 
burdens. Hence the imperative falls upon polit-
ical bodies to enact the systemic change needed 
to stay within the 1.5°C limit above pre-industrial 
levels. On a larger level, global net anthropogenic 
CO2 emissions must decline by about 45 percent 
from current levels by 2030 in order to achieve 
no or limited overshoot of 1.5°C.7 The urban and 
infrastructure system transition accompanied 
with these requirements implies changes in land 
and urban planning practices, as well as deeper 
emissions reductions in transport and buildings 
compared to pathways that limit global warming 
below 2°C.
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According to the IPCC1.5 Report, global temperatures will reach 
1.5°C above pre-industrial levels around 2040 if current practices 
continue. 

“Graphics — Global Warming of 1.5 ºC.” https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/graphics/.



Our actions must be radical in the acknowledge-
ment that the consequences of not taking radical 
action are much more severe. With the knowledge 
that the climate crisis alone can displace up to 
1 billion people worldwide,8 it is our moral im-
perative to act rapidly to mitigate the projected 
impacts. The crises that we have faced in the past 
and even more so in the present moment have 
shown us that governments are able to finance 
large-scale measures when they are deemed cru-
cial; and with climate change displacing 18.8 mil-
lion in 2018, inaction is far more expensive than 
rebuilding a new society for the future.9 This can 
actualize in the form of public works projects, 
taxing polluting groups, and carbon taxes.10 We 
must promote resiliency to sustain our lifestyles 
and the livelihoods of others.

Taking action on the global scale mimics action 
on the local scale — the vision of what our world 
could look like inspires us to take action. The 
Paris Agreement assures us that 189 countries 
have come together to ratify the agreement and 
195 countries have signed it, marking the first 
time global powers are united in acknowledging 
the importance of combating climate change. 
Reducing emissions from energy sources and 
transportation in cities will result in “reduced 
air pollution, congestion and road fatalities, and 
improved health outcomes from more active trav-
el and cleaner air.”11 Coupled with the mobility 
to experiment and pilot climate action, regions 
and cities have a leading role in staying within 

the 1.5°C limit. In order to maximize subnational 
climate investment, state and regional climate ac-
tion plans must coordinate with various levels of 
government, must involve a range of stakeholders, 
and funding must be provided to companies and 
individuals directly.12 This level of coordination 
and mobilization is not new to us.

Just as we have mobilized before for World War 
II, where in five years the amount of people em-
ployed increased by 18.7 million,13 or when Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt created an array of public 
works programs like the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) or the Works Progress Administra-
tion (WPA) to address unemployment, the crises 
we are facing show us that now is the moment to 
facilitate collaboration between local and nation-
al governments to demand change. Now is the 
moment to acknowledge the scientific consensus 
with the urgency it demands and to take action 
to mitigate the consequences of climate change. 
Now is the moment where we can fulfill the vi-
sion of a just future that is sustainable because it 
ensures justice and equity for all.

6 NEJRC

Citation: Aromar Revi, Chandni Singh, and Kiane de Kleijne, Summary for Urban Policymakers: What 
the IPCC Special Report on 1.5 C Means for Cities, 2018, 16. https://doi.org/10.24943/SCPM.2018.



MANIFESTATIONS
OF THE CLIMATE CRISIS 
IN BOSTON
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T he adverse consequences of global climate 
change are already present and will only inten-
sify over time. However, these consequences will 
not manifest in identical ways for every communi-
ty.  Therefore. it is important to understand what 
makes a person more or less vulnerable in the con-
text of the climate crisis.

“The climate crisis is here now. We see it in Boston 
every single year… We are working on it as much as 
we can at the city level,  but we know this window is 
shrinking.”

WHICH GROUPS ARE THE 
MOST VULNERABLE?

Michelle Wu, 201914

8 NEJRC

Exposure, Sensitivity, and Adaptive Capacity are three contributing factors to the vulnerability of human health in the con-
text of climate change.

Citation: Gamble, J.L, et. al. 2016: Ch. 9: Populations of Concern. The Impacts of Climate Change on Human Health in the United States: A Scientific Assessment Figure 9.1. U.S. Global 
Change Research Program, Washington, DC, 247–286. http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0Q81B0T



Three factors have the largest impact on one’s 
vulnerability: how exposed one is, how sensitive 
one is, and how able one is to adapt to changing 
conditions.15 Climate change burdens house-
holds, communities, and societies that are the 
most ecologically vulnerable and also lack the 
political-economic capacity to cope and adapt to 
climate-based disruption. Climate change espe-
cially weakens the livelihoods of poor people the
most by eroding their scarce assets in the form 
of physical capital (damage to shelter and infra-
structure); human capital (increased malnutrition 
and disease); so ial capital (displacement and 
disruption of beneficial social networks); natural 
capital (loss of ecosystem productivity, such as in 
agriculture and fisheries), and financial capital 
(loss of income and property). Because margin-
alized peoples lack sufficient conditions of resil-
ience and recovery (such as flood insurance) and 
receive too little support from the state, their ca-
pacity to withstand and recover from shocks and 
restore these assets is minimal, whether created 
by conflict, collapse of market prices, land degra-
dation, racial oppression, or climate change itself. 

 The City of Boston ran its own vulnerability 
assessment in order to understand what groups 
would be most vulnerable to climate change 
using social vulnerability as a measure. Social 
vulnerability is defined as the “... disproportion-
ate susceptibility of some social groups to the 
impacts and hazards, including death, injury, loss, 
or disruption of livelihood.”16 Six groups were 
identified as socially vulnerable: older adults, 
children, people of color, people with limited 
English proficiency, people with low income, and 
people with disabilities.

WHICH FACTORS EXACERBATE THE 
EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE? 

Income Inequality and Housing affordability

In 2020, 31 percent of all households in Boston 
are extremely low-income, and over half of those 
households suffer from extreme rent burden.17  

The median net worth of nonwhite households is 
a striking 0-5 percent of white households. Lastly, 
Boston was found to be the third most gentrified 
city in the nation, displacing 21 percent of what 
the census tract determined was an area at risk 
for gentrification between 2013-2017.18 The hous 
sing crisis in Boston is attributable in part to 
the city’s extensive history of redlining, which is 
the exercise of racial discrimination in housing 
markets.19 It is also important to understand that 
redlining and wealth inequality work hand in 
hand to perpetuate the cycle of poverty, or a set of 
circumstances that makes it increasingly difficult 
to build wealth.

The lack of ability to build and maintain wealth 
is an indicator of both serious inequality and 
vulnerability to climate change. The lower one’s 
income and wealth, the greater their vulnerability 
is to climate change.21 The housing and afford-
ability burdens faced by Bostonians are funda-
mental components of the very reason we need 
to reconsider public policy and urban design--to 
put systems in place that enable any individual or 
family to be able to live well without living better 
at the price of others.22
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In a study with the 100 largest U.S. metro-
politan areas and their most populated cities, 
Boston ranks among the top 10 for highest 
income inequality. 

Citation: Brookings Institution, “City and metropolitan income inequality data reveals ups and downs through 2016.” 2018. 
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Access to Affordable Transportation

Transportation in Boston also heavily influences 
the city’s carbon footprint making up almost a 
third of the total footprint measured.23 In 2018 a 
study found that Boston faces the worst conges-
tion among the top 60 urban areas in the United 
States,24 making it important to consider the ef-
fects of the pollution congestion causes in trans-
portation policy for the city.25 However, because 
no policies have reasonably discouraged motor 
vehicle users to switch to public transportation, 
the congestion in Boston and the accompanying 
air pollution will continue to negatively affect the 
majority-minority26 city. The Union of Concerned 
Scientists’ analysis found that Asian American, 
African American and Latino residents, as well 
as people of other races are exposed to high-
er PM2.5 pollution from trucks, buses and cars 
compared to White residents. Furthermore, the 
MBTA found that on average Black passengers 
spend 64 more hours per year, and Latinx passen-
gers spend 10 more hours per year aboard MBTA 
buses compared to White passengers.27 The lack 
of accessible and affordable transit means that 
minority residents spend more time and money 

on transportation than White riders, deepening 
transportation inequality and putting them at a 
higher risk for exposure to air pollution. The lack 
of affordable and accessible service combined 
with increased exposure to pollution from trucks, 
buses and cars means that the majority-minority 
city of Boston is making its own residents more 
vulnerable to adverse health outcomes while 
leaving them no other choice but to pay high 
transportation costs.

Access to Green Space and Resiliency

In conjunction with access to equitable transpor-
tation, access to green space is just one more way 
in which minority groups are disproportionately 
burdened. Access to green space has been prov-
en to alleviate stress, decrease the urban heat 
island effect, and provide space for residents to 
walk, play, and relax.28 Minority and low-income 
communities tend to contain the least amount 
of parks. Compared to 14 other major U.S. cities, 
Boston ranks in the bottom three for the amount 
of green space per resident.29

Image by Marcin Jozwiak



“
The northeast is expected to experience 
“… multiple climate hazards, including 
temperature extremes, episodes of 
poor air quality, recurrent waterfront 
and coastal flooding, and intense pre-
cipitation events that can lead to in-

creased flooding on urban streams.
      

      ”

While the urban environment provides many op-
portunities for transformation and more resilient 
planning, it also poses issues due to the present 
lack of resiliency and transformative planning in 
low-to-moderate income areas that exist in the 
City of Boston. Through decades of exclusionary 
housing policy and systemic oppression,31 the 
majority-minority population of Boston remains 
most at risk for the consequences of climate 
change. This is shown by the already-present 
effects of climate change that put those same 
populations at higher risk of disease and death 
by means of environmental racism.

Lack of affordability and the fear of one’s job 
and home vanishing due to the effects of cli-
mate change and associated crises is a growing 
concern among the American people. To deny 
the interconnectedness of the effects of climate 
change and the inequalities present in Boston 
would be inappropriate. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has pressed and aggravated inequalities in 
similar ways as climate change, and will continue 
to so.32 Our solutions must be rooted in equality 
and justice of all types — distributive, procedur-
al, reparative, and transformative — for precisely 
the most vulnerable communities.33 Eventually 
the costs of dealing with natural disasters, ex-
treme heat and flooding, and air pollution will 
drive everyone to take action.  But by then it 
might just be too late.

12 NEJRC

Projections of the impact of climate change:

Citation: The City of Boston. “2019 Update Climate Action Plan,” 2019, 9. 

Dupigny-Giroux, et al. 2018 30



Why do we need to address these crises? 

Inequality often means that there is less access 
and opportunity to higher paying positions, 
making someone more likely to be rent-burdened 
and unable to save money. This leads to living in 
less desirable or more polluted areas that have 
adverse effects on mental and physical health. 
Returning back to vulnerability assessment, indi-
viduals who are both exposed and sensitive tend 
to be caught in cycles of poverty that do not allow 
for access to better opportunities, rendering them 
unable to adapt to the changing climate. When 
severe heat events occur, they are less likely to 
be able to afford proper indoor air-conditioning. 
When their asthma worsens, they are less likely 
to be able to afford proper medical care. When 
their home floods they may find it difficult to pay 
for damages or move to a new apartment outside 
of the flood-zone. Addressing the climate crisis 
and all the simultaneous crises occurring means 
not only reducing the amount of harm to humans, 
but saving their lives and helping ensure that 
they have a future worth living. A radical Green 
New Deal (GND) for Boston is crucial to breaking 
these cycles of poverty and inequity.  
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T he Green New Deal Resolution H.Res.109, re-
leased by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cor-
tez and Senator Ed Markey on February 7th, 2019, 
complements the vision of a future envisioned in 
the introduction. The Green New Deal Resolution 
is a non-binding work that states it is critical that 
we move forward with a 10-year national mobili-
zation of the economy in order to achieve “global 
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions from hu-
man sources of 40 to 60 percent from 2010 levels 
by 2030” and to reach net-zero global emissions 
by 2050.

“
The Green New Deal, however, is 
already showing that it has the 
power to mobilize a truly intersec-
tional mass movement behind it -- 
not despite its sweeping ambition, 
but precisely because of it.
               

      ”
-Naomi Klein, On Fire: The Burning Case for a 
Green New Deal34
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“That it is the sense of the House of Representa-
tives that—
(1) it is the duty of the Federal Government to 
create a Green New Deal—
(A) to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
through a fair and just transition for all communi-
ties and workers;
(B) to create millions of good, high-wage jobs and 
ensure prosperity and economic security for all 
people of the United States;
(C) to invest in the infrastructure and industry of 
the United States to sustainably meet the chal-
lenges of the 21st century;
(D) to secure for all people of the United States 
for generations to come—
 (i) clean air and water;
 (ii) climate and community resiliency;
 (iii) healthy food;
 (iv) access to nature; and
 (v) a sustainable environment; and

(E) to promote justice and equity by stopping 
current, preventing future, and repairing historic 
oppression of indigenous peoples, communities 
of color, migrant communities, deindustrialized 
communities, depopulated rural communities, 
the poor, low-income workers, women, the elder-
ly, the unhoused, people with disabilities, and 
youth (referred to in this resolution as “frontline 
and vulnerable communities”)”35

Image by: A Place for Creation, Photo Boards



Why a Green New Deal is Important in 
Creating a Solution

According to a Pew Research study, 59 percent 
of Americans view climate change as a major 
threat to their country.36 Furthermore, 67 percent 
of American adults think that the federal gov-
ernment is doing too little to reduce the effects 
of global climate change.37 Some 77 percent of 
American adults believe that developing alter-
native energy is more important than expanding 
fossil fuels.38 These statistics demonstrate the 
general American public’s open mindedness 
towards changes that will prepare our country for 
the unfolding effects of climate change.

Using the principles of the federal Green New 
Deal Resolution to guide actions we take on a

local level is a strong foundation. The short-term 
mobilization that needs to take place must be in 
collaboration with labor unions and frontline 
communities in order to address the root causes 
of injustice. Understanding that the manifesta-
tions of climate change appear in different forms, 
addressing each city as a complex system will en-
able policymakers to develop plans that are more 
specific and systemic. Lastly, ensuring that justice 
and equity are at the center of every action taken 
is essential with communities coming together to 
play a critical role in deciding the solutions im-
plemented. Democratic community participation 
must be the foundation of each action taken to 
guarantee that policies enacted do not perpetuate 
or cause more inequities.

16 NEJRC

This map represents the number of states with city/county or state level clean energy policies enacted as of April 2020. 
Currently 37 states have committed to 100 percent clean energy policy. 

Citation: Sam Ricketts et al., “States Are Laying a Road Map for Climate Leadership,” Center 
for American Progress, April 30, 2020, 18.

Implementation of City-wide Solutions



Cities across the United States are generally 
taking action to prepare for the manifestations of 
climate change by releasing energy and transpor-
tation plans that: (1) prioritize reducing emissions 
and switching to renewable sources while grant-
ing ownership of these utilities to communities; 
(2) design a city landscape resilient to rising sea 
levels and rising temperatures;  (3) address af-
fordability and accessibility to spaces such as 
parks and housing; and (4) ensure environmental 
and climate justice.
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However, every plan and policy enacted must be 
weaved with the visions of local groups.  Naomi 
Klein, the New York Times bestselling author 
of seven critically acclaimed books, argues that 
economic policies have the tendency to be craft-
ed by elites who take advantage of crises that act 
as “shocks.” These shocks limit the retaliation 
power of the people to fight back against policies, 
because the “speed, suddenness, and scope of the 
shifts [can] provoke psychological reactions in 
the public that ‘facilitate the adjustment.’”39 Tru-
ly ensuring local groups and community voices 
are leading the way grants the power of putting 
together, piece by piece, a future that is rooted in 
the needs of the local community. 

It is imperative to recognize the voices of states 
and labor unions guiding the visions cities are 
taking to combat the climate crisis. In 2020, 
Virginia and Illinois passed legislation requiring 
their states to reach 100 percent clean energy; 
and in 2019 New York, Colorado, Maine, Mich-
igan, and Washington D.C. signed 100 percent 
clean energy bills, with many even providing 
support to frontline communities and workers in 
pursuit of a just transition.40 Maine’s Green New 
Deal Legislation requires electricity providers to 
procure 80 percent of their supply of electricity 
from renewable sources by 2040, the develop-

ment of a plan to make major investments in 
infrastructure, maintenance and expansion of 
existing manufacturing and industrial facilities, 
promotion of collective bargaining rights and the 
expansion of solar on schools, and increased use 
of registered apprenticeships, as a percentage of 
the total workforce, on new projects that generate 
electricity.41 Similarly, labor unions such as 1199 
Service Employees International Union (SEIU) 
— the largest healthcare union in the Unit-
ed States42 — have come to unite and endorse 
candidates for office that fight for environmental 
justice, climate justice, and racial justice; while 
state and city labor councils have endorsed the 
Green New Deal Resolution.43,44

Image by Markus Spiske
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Cities can use the  GND as a framework, but  com-
munity input is imperative in the decision making 
process. This includes vulnerability assessments, 
following the lead of bottom-up initiatives already 
taking place, brainstorming sessions for communi-
ty-driven design, discussing potential policies, and 
ensuring that every policy enacted revolves around 
the vision of justice and equity for all individuals. 
Coined transformative justice, we must see how the 
unequal manifestations of climate change are inter-
twined with the social, political, and economic fabric 
of society and recognize how critical community 
voices are integrated into the design and implemen-
tation of public policy.45 Various cities across the 
United States have already initiated this recognition 
and propelled other cities to do the same. In such a 
context, community-based solutions are connected 
into government,46 while community work groups 
are used to “identify potential impacts (positive and 
negative) for communities of color, low-income 
populations and other marginalized groups.”47 
Furthermore, the “support [of ] leadership of under-
represented groups to foster more equitable energy, 
climate and employment practices and policies, and 
to produce community-relevant research,” is priori-
tized.48

How No One Is Going to be Left Behind

Transitioning to a renewable energy-based and de-
carbonized economy has the potential to create tens 
of millions of good paying, green jobs and ensure 
that no group is left behind. A just transition will 
provide the framework to guarantee that workers 
taken out of the fossil-fuel industry will have a job 
waiting for them in renewable energy generation, 
transmission, and storage.49 We already have the 
technology to power this transformation of the econ-
omy, so phasing out the fossil fuel industry in favor 
of clean energy is within our capability.  Jobs in the 
clean energy sector, alongside the energy efficiency 
and environmental management sectors, ensure that 
all workers are granted the rights, wages, and abil-
ities to unionize. We can create a valued climate 
corps that provides a transformative ladder to 
employment for Americans;50 and through mea-
sures like these we can reconnect community 
members to recognize their love and ambition for 
the protected beauty of their environment. Final-
ly, we must ensure that no group is left behind by 
amplifying the voices and perspectives of rural 
and frontline communities, engaging in inten-
tional design, and making our efforts communi-

18 NEJRC

Image by Li-An Lim



    19 GREENPRINT FOR A CLIMATE JUST CITY

ty-led and community owned. Quoting Jay Inslee, 
governor of Washington state: the “greatest re-
newable resource of all [is] the talent and energy 
of the American people.”51 With the crises our 
country is facing, a GND could be a part of how 
we frame our solution to ensure that no worker 
is left behind and is rather a valued member in a 
clean energy economy.



HOW CITIES ARE 
   RESPONDING TO 
     THE CLIMATE CRISIS
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Look left, then look right; chances are you’re 
either inside or near a building that is contribut-
ing to climate change. Now, imagine that every 
building around you was powered by electricity 
coming from renewable energy, incorporated 
green roofs, and was built to a standard that did 
not harm its inhabitants through poor ventila-
tion and lighting. Imagine the charm of your 
neighborhood being improved with funding for 
the retrofitting of homes and buildings. Imagine 
denser housing that allows more residents to live, 
work and participate in their local neighborhood 
economy. The Green New Deal (GND) makes 
decarbonizing the built environment and good, 
affordable housing to all a priority, making any of 
these imaginary scenarios a reality. 

M any American cities are releasing climate 
action plans to combat the manifestations of 
climate change.  The following section seeks 
to share the most visionary plans grouped. We 
consider only the most visionary plans, especially 
with regard to labor, decarbonizing the built en-
vironment, transitioning energy production, and 
building resilience to climate change. 

“
A radical Green New Deal leans in 
to the inevitable intersections of so-
cial, economic, and environmental 
policy, and prioritizes equality.

              ”
-A Planet to Win: Why We Need a Green New Deal52

DECARBONIZING THE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT  
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As the effects of climate change intensify and 
begin to have more evident effects on our daily 
lives there will be two distinct groups of people: 
those who can afford to adapt and survive, and 
those that do not. The built environment sustains 
and defines the way we live our lives. Buildings 
are one of largest sources of greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Therefore, solutions for decarbonization 
and more sustainable building practices are im-
perative. In Boston, and many other cities across
the nation, the housing affordability and avail-
ability crisis is being exacerbated by climate 
change, economic inequality, and the coronavi-
rus pandemic. In this context, some of the best 
approaches to decarbonization prioritize low-in-
come and minority communities as the most im-
portant. They also identify the following aspects 

of decarbonization as a priority: electrification, 
removing fossil fuels from power generation, 
enacting laws that reduce and control carbon 
emissions from buildings and finding incen-
tives/financing for retrofitting existing systems. 
These four aspects of decarbonizing the built 
environment are found in the most progressive 
city climate policy.

Electrifying new and existing buildings can re-
duce onsite fossil fuel consumption, or the fossil 
fuels emitted through burning gas or oil for heat/
energy. Electric building systems are more effi-
cient and less dangerous to residents compared 
to gas fired systems. Since 2004 natural gas in-
frastructure has cost the U.S over $2 billion in 
damages, killed at least 135 people and injured 
600 others.53 Gas cooking is also responsible for 
adversely affecting respiratory health in chil-
dren and causing learning deficiencies if it is not 
properly ventilated.54 San Francisco has required 
all new construction to be electric, removing the 
issue of costly retrofits to gas-fired systems. This 
idea works in tandem with increasing renewable 
energy powering the electric grid to 100 percent, 
which would allow for buildings to achieve car-
bon neutrality more easily. The majority of onsite 
or direct emissions from building use come from 
natural gas, making it important to remove if we 
want to decarbonize energy use.55

One of the more effective ways to control green-
house gas emissions is to put a cap on it. A pro-
gram for reducing carbon emissions with limits 
and fines would allow a city to set their own 
reduction goals based on their building stock. 
The only city with a system implemented to 
decrease GHG emissions from buildings over 
time is New York City, as seen with the passing of 
Local Law 97 (or LL97, passed within their Cli-
mate Mobilization Action or CMA). The initial 
limits set for 2024 are targeted towards buildings 
with the highest emissions intensity levels, or the 
worst polluters. The CMA also created the Office 
of Building Energy and Emissions Performance 
to implement and enforce its policies, an aspect 
of climate planning that is often overlooked. In 
Rhode Island, the City of Providence is currently 
in the process of trying to adopt a similar law for 
both large and smaller buildings,56 creating mo-
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mentum for other cities to pass their own build-
ing carbon emission cap laws. 

Because LL97 creates a cap for building emis-
sions, New York City has also conducted research 
on a carbon trading scheme for buildings. Three 
focus areas have been identified: (1)  entirely 
on environmental justice areas; (2) build on the 
Tokyo approach with baselines and credits; or (3) 
adopt an allowance and auction system for build-
ing emissions.57 Other emissions trading pro-
grams have been successful in reducing emissions 
including the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative 
(RGGI) which has grown its regional economies 
by 30 percent while simultaneously decreasing 
carbon emissions by 33 percent58 over the span of 
eight years. By decreasing asthma attacks, reduc-
ing lost workdays and premature deaths it has 
saved approximately $5.3 billion in public health 
costs.59 New York City is the first to consider this 
market-based approach for capping carbon and 
reducing energy consumption in buildings.

Choosing whether to finance new construction or 
retrofits can be a tricky decision, but most exist-
ing buildings are here to stay, which means retro-
fitting them is a priority. The benefits of new con-
struction do not always outweigh the benefits of 

retrofitting a building, and retrofitting buildings 
is almost always more environmentally friendly.60 
Methods like incentivizing building owners with 
tax rebates for efficient electric systems, provid-
ing free energy audits, and discounts on improv-
ing a building through insulation, air sealing, or 
general energy improvements are either already 
offered or included in many city climate action 
plans.  Another method of financing retrofits is 
creating a standardized system where a city agen-
cy works with local manufacturers and the in-
dustry to create and fill the demand for deep-ret-
rofits. RetrofitNY is New York State’s current 
program created by the New York State Energy 
Research and Development Authority (NYSER-
DA).61 They are the first state to implement such 
a solution to deep-retrofitting buildings, where 
building owners can leverage their collective 
market power, city agencies are pushed to find 
creative ways to finance efficiency improvements 
and the building industry is pushed to create and 
administer more sustainable building methods, 
especially for affordable housing.

Transparency in terms of a building’s energy 
performance is another way to improve GHG 
emissions. As certification systems like the Unit-
ed States Green Building Council’s (USGBC) 
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Leadership in Energy and Environmental De-
sign (LEED) certification, “green” buildings are 
commonly associated with better performance 
outcomes. Requiring records of past performance 
could force building owners to make necessary 
improvements in order to stay competitive in 
the market. Consequently, when building own-
ers prioritize energy efficiency improvements, 
tenants can reap the benefits in some cases, but 
can be priced out of their homes in others. The 
City of Providence, Rhode Island has identi-
fied this issue and how it could possibly impact 
low-income renters and is leading with initia-
tives to prioritize underserved and low-income 
communities. Providence has added information 
in the Landlord/Tenant handbook on tenant 
protections against displacement due to energy 
efficiency improvements, as well as increas-
ing knowledge of these rights in communities 
through postering and general information 
dissemination.62 Another effort being made by 
Ann Arbor, Michigan now requires landlords 
to provide tenants with utility budgets so they 
understand how much they would spend on 
utilities before renting.63 Providence is similarly 
exploring requiring owners of homes and small 
buildings under 10,000 ft2 to disclose energy 
performance at the time of sale.64 These tech-
niques put holds in place to ensure that building 
owners are responsible for their GHG emissions 
and have a clear indication of when they need to 
make improvements.

Finally, because buildings are inhabited by 
people, and people have to know how better 
performing systems work to use them correctly, 
it is important to educate communities on ener-
gy-saving habits. Sometimes increasing energy 
efficiency signals that you can use more energy, 
when in reality you should be using the same or 
less to reap the benefits of said energy efficiency. 
Energy efficiency, decarbonization and better 
building practices have to include teaching com-
munities how to best utilize new technologies 
and reduce their energy usage as well. We can 
build the most energy efficient environmentally 
friendly housing, but it would not be truly useful 
if we did not change our energy habits to consume 
less energy too.

ENERGY

Imagine a city center sprawling with life, where 
community members feel excited to express 
their personalities, talents, and voices.  A place 
where residents feel respected and valued. Where 
participatory systems are set to ensure that ev-
ery individual has a say in what goes on in their 
neighborhoods. Where access to electricity is 
as reliable as the sun’s rising each morning; and 
where community members in fact own the clean 
energy systems that sit atop their roofs, empow-
ered and energized by technology that is now 
liberating. Where communities are paid by the 
Utilities instead of being indebted to them. These 
visions are not only inspiring; they are within our 
reach if we are able to come together to demand 
the energy justice we all deserve. 

It is critical that principles of justice guide the 
implementation of renewable energy to ensure 
that cities leading the way to decarbonization 
engage communities with participatory systems. 
Below, city plans to achieve energy justice and 
energy democracy will be emphasized in order to 
serve as leading examples of what a visionary just 
transition can look like. The primary strategies 
stated by cities are to improve renewable energy’s 
prevalence in the grid and to increase participa-
tion within communities to ultimately lower costs 
and liberate energy consumers.

Justice in its core sense typically refers to fairness, 
though there are several extensions of justice. A 
key component of environmental justice is the fo-
cus on inequitable exposure to harm and the im-
portance of local participation and engagement.65 
Within the energy sector, this may be termed as 
energy justice: a principle that “evaluates where 
vulnerabilities or injustices emerge in energy 
systems, who is affected or ignored, and what pro-
cesses exist for remediation to reveal and reduce 
injustices induced by these systems.”66 The four 
key pillars of energy justice are: (1) the right to 
healthy, sustainable energy production; (2) the 
right to best available energy infrastructure; (3) 
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the right to affordable energy; and (4) the right to 
uninterrupted energy service.21

Energy democracy “focuses on harnessing this 
progressive social change potential by embracing 
a vision of more distributed, locally based energy 
systems with a regionally appropriate mix of dif-
ferent renewable sources satisfying 100 percent of 
society’s energy needs.”67 It represents an “emer-
gent social movement that re-imagines energy 
consumers as prosumers, or innovators, design-
ers, and analysts who are involved in decisions at 
every stage, from energy production through con-
sumption.”68 Designing community plans with 
community members as the main stakeholders 
and owners of the energy systems liberates and 
emancipates the consumer, ensuring that no one 
body will have power over prices and distribution 
of utilities.

Whereas fossil fuels currently serve as the main 
source of electricity generation, they generate 
nearly all of carbon dioxide emissions in the 
atmosphere.69 Carbon dioxide, just like methane 
and nitrous oxides amongst handfuls of other 
emittents, is a greenhouse gas that contributes 
to the warming of the planet, getting us further 
away from the targets set forth by the IPCC. We 
must divest from the fossil fuel industry that 
values profit over the health and wellbeing of its 
workers, with “health and environmental hazards 
stem[ming] from exploration, extraction, pro-
cessing, transport and combustion of coal [and 
natural gas], as well as the large amount of air 
and water pollutants generated.”70 It is time for 
us to realize that the technology and bandwidth 
renewable sources of energy offer, with little to 
no emissions and the potential to create millions 
of good paying, valued jobs.71

Many cities have stated different ways that they 
will increase their supply and storage of energy 
from renewable sources. One city whose renew-
able energy’s plan is ambitious and sweeping is 
New York City. In its OneNYC report, it is stated 
that New York City will be increasing its sup-
port of renewable energy by doubling the city’s 
pension funds’ investments in climate solutions 
(which include renewable energy) while divesting 
its pension funds from fossil fuels reserve own- Image by Ryan Searle



ers.72 Using a city’s financial power to divest from 
fossil fuel industries and invest in clean, renew-
able energy is a true testament to the power of 
cities. Regarding storage of renewable energy via 
batteries, Los Angeles’ plan calls for the increase 
of battery storage capacity up to 4,000 Mega-
watts.73 Its comprehensive plan for the targets to 
achieve this include expanding the feed-in-tariff 
program that is used to “encourage deployment 

of renewable electricity technologies” and creat-
ing new standards for both carport storage and 
the amount of energy that storage systems can 
hold.74 These changes to the source of energy will 
for many cities require upgrading transmission 
lines and distribution systems to enable renew-
able energy to be easily integrated into the elec-
tricity grid.  However, this will function in a way as 
to ensure equitable access to energy.
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Falling within the umbrellas of energy justice 
and energy democracy, several cities have de-
clared methods in which communities will gain 
ownership and participation within renewable 
energy systems. Baltimore and Los Angeles will 
be increasing measures to allow low income resi-
dents and communities “to become investors and 
participate in revenues generated by community 
solar [and solar rooftop] projects.”75 Minneapolis 
and Providence also have strategized ways to en-
able communities to be involved and claim own-
ership within renewable energy projects, with the 
cities planning to purchase clean energy directly 
through these community solar gardens.76,77 Sim-
ilarly, Providence has stated the importance of 
Community Choice Aggregation (CCA) programs 
to allow the city to “purchase greener electricity 
in bulk on behalf of all residents and businesses 
in the city… [that] should prioritize local, renew-
able energy sources and include principles of 
energy democracy.”78 These programs incentivize 
the cities to buy clean energy locally, empower-
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ing the communities and providing them with 
revenue for long-lasting investments.

Returning back to the premise of clean energy 
and the vision of green jobs that help communi-
ties significantly decrease their reliance on fossil 
fuels, investing in the clean renewable energy 
sector requires more jobs per unit of activity 
than non-renewable energy;79 and several cities 
have stated explicitly how the implementation 
of renewable energy systems will create new 
jobs. New York City plans on creating training 
programs and pathways to jobs to prepare local 
members to have meaningful work in the green 
economy.80 Baltimore intends to expand solar 
job training programs and job placement oppor-
tunities especially for individuals unemployed or 
suffering with the economic crisis.  Officials will 
require Baltimore’s “renewable energy projects 
[to] either use trainees in these programs or hire 
program graduates.”81
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Imagining a world with more equitable and 
affordable (if not free) public transportation 
systems is not a fantasy.  Some cities in the U.S. 
have already created transportation systems that 
equitably serve the community. If you never had 
to buy a car because you had access to public or 
active transit, what would you spend that money 
on instead? If you never had to spend thousands 
on repairing a depreciating asset like a car, how 
much time would it save you? Our transportation 
systems do not have to be centered around cars. 
Every piece of street and land dedicated to park-
ing, storing or driving cars should be scrutinized.  
This is public space that private cars are stealing 
from communities. For a GND, active and public 
transit like trains and buses will be expanded and 
improved. Accessible fares for all income levels, 
including those with no income, is a priority and 
can open up communities to all the opportunities 
that previously seemed out of reach. 

Before we had cars, we had trolleys, bikes and the 
ability to travel by foot. In the 1920’s when cars 
began to spread, so did pedestrian deaths due to 
vehicular accidents. This was met with outrage 
by the public. But the automotive industry wast-
ed no time in promoting model traffic laws for 
the nation. In time, more and more public space 
became roadways, removing the pedestrian from 
the equation almost fully.82 Access to affordable 
and reliable transportation is now scarce in many 
of the communities that need it.  Traffic pollution 
is especially harmful to low-income neighbor-
hoods and communities of color. Some residents 
have the option of living near the city and driving 
to work everyday, but others are stuck moving 
further and further to neighborhoods with poor 
access to affordable public transportation. Public
transit is meant to serve the public, and right now 
it’s being starved off by the private automotive 
industry for profit over the lives of millions of 
low income or minority residents.

The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed how 
cities treat pedestrians and public space due to 
the designation of low-wage workers as “essen-
tial workers” or those working at any business 
deemed “essential” during a pandemic. Cities 
have closed streets to vehicles, suspended fares 
for public transit, created temporary bike lanes, 
created bike share programs and implemented 
automated crossings83 all to allow the essential 
worker to travel more easily to work. In March 
bicycle sales increased by 121 percent, with inde-
pendent bike shops seeing an increase of 20 per-
cent in bike service and repair.84 Active transit is 
here to stay, and cities have already implemented 
temporary measures that they could extend if not 
make permanent for the health of their citizens. 
While exposure to air pollution increased the 
likelihood of you getting COVID-19, the lock-
downs decreased air pollution by not allowing 
travel and asking people to stay home.85

TRANSPORTATION
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Transportation equity in a just transition involves 
examining current inequalities and creating a 
set of actions to tackle each inequality. The best 
climate action plans implement complete streets 
policies, upgrading and increasing public and 
active transit infrastructure, ensuring connectivi-
ty for low-income and minority communities, and 
identifying how transportation, housing policy, 
education and job availability are all connected.

Complete streets policies should focus not on just 
the cars that use the roads, but on the context of 
the neighborhoods, who uses the street and how 
streets can be better designed for all. Simply put, 
complete streets put community needs over cars. 
Some 730 cities in the U.S. have passed complete 
streets resolutions, while 427 have passed policy 
to support those resolutions.86 Most of the policy 
falls under City policy due to the context-heavy 
nature of complete streets design. Minneapolis, 
in their 2040 plan for decarbonization, has man-
dated that complete street policies be incorpo-
rated in all phases of transportation projects and 
initiatives adding that projects will look at the 
context of use for the respective street and that 
the pedestrian and cyclist experience is partic-
ularly important. Across the country, the tribal 
community of Zuni Pueblo in New Mexico was 
the first to implement a complete streets proj-
ect on an Indian reservation in 2015. The project 

was completed in collaboration with the New 
Mexico Main Street Initiative and University of 
New Mexico’s Indigenous Design and Planning 
Institute and aimed to create a safer more eco-
nomically vibrant street for the Zuni reserva-
tion (while also allowing for creative expression 
and Placemaking for tribal culture).87 Complete 
streets policy emphasizes how more ideal public 
transit systems reduce the need for cars.

Connectivity is a key component of the just and 
sustainable city.  Connectivity  allows for the 
freedom of travel and provides every citizen 
with more options in terms of job opportunities, 
education, healthy food, etc. Providing a variety 
of connectivity options is also important, because 
without it we decrease accessibility and ultimate-
ly take away a citizens freedom of travel.

Choosing to bike, take the bus, the train, or a taxi 
from point A to point B allows for someone to 
freely change the context of their trip. Carrying 
heavy groceries in the rain and wanting to visit a 
park are two very different situations requiring 
different forms of transportation, both of which 
should be available to any citizen. Being connect-
ed to and having multiple options for transporta-
tion are inherently part of the future. 
The most polluting forms of travel are SUVs and 
cars with a single driver, while airplanes come 
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in a close second. The least polluting range from 
carpooling, bus and rail transportation, and walk-
ing. If we can reduce the number of motorists on 
the road by connecting them to better active or 
mass transit options we also reduce the green-
house gas emissions our transportation sector 
emits.

As our emphasis on single occupied vehicles 
decreases we have an opportunity to rebuild 
or develop from scratch, new electrified public 
transportation systems that work more efficiently 
for the environment and taxpayers alike. Electri-
fying transit is an ongoing process with cities like 
Los Angeles and Seattle already having a Light 
Rail (a train running on electricity). 

Some cities have increased the number of electric 
vehicles in their municipal fleets and vowed to 
increase the number of electric cars on the road 
through rebates and public campaigns. 

While electrifying mass transit is a great step 
towards decreasing greenhouse gas emissions, 
it is important to remember that any transpor-
tation policy or planning that does not discour-
age driving and encourage the use of public or 
active transit is unlikely to be sustainable for a 
just transition. The public space which includes 
roads should be for the public, not private vehi-

cles. An important step to reclaiming the streets 
from private vehicles is removing parking mini-
mums from city and town zoning requirements. 
Parking minimums require buildings to create a 
respective amount of parking spots depending 
on the size of the development. Removing these 
minimums allows for denser, more walkable 
and transit-oriented development.88 Many cities 
around the U.S. have decreased or eliminated 
their parking minimums in an effort to increase 
high-density development. The City of Houston, 
for instance, has included decreasing parking 
minimums in their climate action plan as a means 
to create more high-density development and 
decrease impervious surfaces.89 Similarly, single 
family zoning and other zoning requirements 
that do not allow for denser housing and more 

transit-oriented development are important to 
consider, especially in conjunction with the hous-
ing and transportation affordability crisis.

Fare Collection 

How does fare-collection fit into the Green New 
Deal? If we’re transforming our transportation 
systems to better fit the needs of people rather 
than cars, then we have to examine how equi-
table our fare collection systems are as well. 
The rising cost-burden of transportation costs 
falls heavily on low-income communities and 
disproportionately denies them access to good 

This chart shows the difference in 
pounds of CO2 emitted by differ-
ent forms of transportation. The 
least carbon intensive modes of 
travel include walking, biking, 
rail or subway and buses. The 
most carbon intensive modes of 
travel include driving cars and 

SUVs by oneself. 

Citation: Sightline Institute. 2008. “How Low-Carbon Can You Go: The Green Travel Ranking.” 
2008. https://www.sightline.org/maps-and-graphics/climate-co2bymode/.



RESILIENCY TO THE 
MANIFESTATIONS OF CLIMATE 

CHANGE 

For a moment, envision a city that not only has 
taken action to decarbonize and switch over to 
100 percent clean energy sources, but to also 
promote resilience in energy systems that serve 
to empower and strengthen communities. The 
efforts taken by cities for decarbonization are 
imperative to help nations reach the necessary 
targets put forth by the IPCC; and these efforts, 
hand-in-hand with resiliency efforts, can help 
ensure that no one is left behind. These resilien-
cy efforts are important to take because sea level 

jobs, healthcare and education.90 Low-income 
communities tend to lack access to reliable and 
affordable public transit. On top of this, low-in-
come households suffer from other cost-bur-
dens, the largest of which is housing.91 Equitable 
transportation means increasing access through 
programs that identify prohibitively expensive 
fares, especially in rural, low-income and front-
line communities. Currently 38 cities in the U.S. 
currently provide some form of free transit, 
whether entirely or for specific routes and ar-
eas,92 and in 2019 Kansas City was the first major 
city to make all public bus transportation free.93 
Some colleges also offer fare-free transit to their 
students and sometimes community members. 
Small urban and rural locations have a larger 
incentive to switch to fare-less systems because 
their transportation systems are smaller and do 
not produce much revenue. Larger transportation 
systems may have to implement different systems 
like lowering reverse travel fares (for those trav-
eling from a major city to a smaller city), reduc-
ing fares for off-peak travel, and defining exactly 
what equitable transportation means for their 
transit system.  There are many solutions to the 
cost-burden of transportation.  However, the city 
must better center low-income, rural, and front-
line community members and work in conjunc-
tion with other policies related to housing devel-
opment and affordability. 

rise and increasing temperatures within urban 
cities will impact communities severely. There-
fore, increasing the tree canopy and implement-
ing new codes and infrastructure considerations 
are necessary actions that several cities across 
the United States have already started to address 
within their Green New Deals or climate action 
plans. These help us see how the future we en-
visioned can become a reality — with equity, 
community participation, and green jobs helping 
the local communities.
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Frontline communities are the ones that are most 
at risk to the effects of climate change. These 
tend to be communities of color, often with popu-
lations of  limited English ability.  Systemic racial 
discrimination makes it challenging for these 
communities to come together in demanding 
social change. Nevertheless, social mobilization 
in cities across the United States is serving to 
increase community awareness of climate change 
and its associated risks,94 helping community 
members become prepared for climate-related 
disasters, and working to facilitate greater inclu-
sivity in local planning processes.95 For instance, 
cities’ urban tree canopies, the “leafy, green, 
overhead cover from trees”96 help provide shade 
to communities, store carbon from the atmo-
sphere,97 and ultimately lower the temperatures 
felt by individuals on the hottest days.98 Thus, 
increasing the amount of urban tree canopies is 

a key aspect in cities’ resiliency to the projected 
effects of climate change. Los Angeles’ sustain-
ability plan mandates that the city significantly 
increase its tree canopy and expand programs to 
preserve and maintain these species for decades 
to come, with support for the planting of 90,000 
trees, the implementation of an Urban Forest 
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Management Plan, and incentivization programs 
“tree health, public safety, and shade.”99 
Research shows that predominantly White and 
affluent neighborhoods “have more acres of 
parks and more park facilities than low-income 
ethnic minority communities in many Global 
North cities.”100 For example, while research 
may show that all individuals that live in Boston 
are within a 10-minute walk of a public green 
space,101 the quality of these spaces is not regulat-
ed.  And not every public space is created equal-
ly. We must ensure that the quality, quantity, 
and inclusivity of urban green spaces is high to 
truly match the visions we wish to see. There-
fore, implementing more green spaces within 
ethnic minority communities has the ability to 
increase house and property value in addition to 
ultimately making these spaces more inclusive 
and healthy—allowing for positive outlets for 

stressors and granting individuals fresh air and 
the ability to engage in leisure activities.102 En-
suring that all communities have equitable access 
to green spaces is a foundational part of restoring 
justice and equity, and helps establish resilience 
within communities. Equity, in its broad sense, 
also refers to proportional representation (by 
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race, class, gender, etc.) in those same opportuni-
ties as others.103 

Establishing new parks in underserved communi-
ties is an example of park equity. New York City’s 
initiatives are prime examples. New York City 
intends on improving open spaces and increasing 
recreational opportunities in under-resourced 
neighborhoods in part by implementing the 
“community parks initiative,” which is a citywide 
program to “improve historically under-invested 
parks in neighborhoods where the need is great-
est, through capital investments, park program-
ming, and operating support.”104 Sites for this 
program are chosen based on both their location 
in densely populated neighborhoods that have 
higher than average poverty rates and on com-
munity input.105 Creating job programs focused 
around maintaining and preserving the tree can-
opies and urban spaces is just one way that green 
jobs can come to life.

Implementing new codes and infrastructure 
considerations are additional approaches United 
States cities are taking to promote resilience in 

face of the climate crisis. Preparing buildings for 
the effects of climate change will increase their 
ability to withstand increasing sea levels, flood-
ing, and wind damage caused by more frequent 
and severe storms. Baltimore, New York City, and 
Minneapolis are reviewing the regulatory codes 
for their buildings and implementing programs 
to protect frontline communities.  This includes 
evaluating where the climate risks of rising sea 
levels, flooding, and wind damage are projected 
to reach, and partnering with insurance com-
panies to take into consideration these risks to 
protect community members.106,107 As the City 
of San Diego State Lands Sea Level Rise Vulner-
ability Assessment states, the options available to 
cities regarding sea level rise and other risks of 
climate change are to (1) not intervene, (2) pro-
tect, (3) accommodate, or (4) retreat.108
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HOW BOSTON CAN SUPPORT 
     THE GREEN NEW DEAL
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W e feel powerless when decisions about our 
communities seem like they are being made by 
people who are not affected by the consequences. 
In January of 2020, Boston swore in its most di-
verse city council which vowed to “find new solu-
tions to tackle old problems,” and focus on those 
historically left behind.109 The COVID-19 pan-
demic and climate change have and will continue 
to exacerbate inequality, proving that the only 
equitable way forward is by imagining a more 
equitable world, and then making it a reality.

A Green New Deal (GND) for Boston could 
transcend the current crisis and the historical 
sources of social, economic, and environmental 
injustice. A GND would help bring prosperity to 
every resident in the City of Boston once and for 
all. It is with reclaiming underutilized land and 
eco-districts that food and park justice can ensure 
that the commodities once bountiful are again 
with intentional design in the communities that 
need it most. It is with cooperative housing, small 
business programs, and fare-free transit routes 
that community members can rest assured know-

ing that their local governments prioritize afford-
ability and the ability for community members to 
participate in their local spaces and beautifully 
express their innovation and ideas.110 And it is 
with both an equity and justice framework and an 
Urban Climate Corps that employment opportu-
nities can offer residents good jobs while fighting 
against racial lines — tangible or not — that pre-
vent individuals of color or diverse backgrounds 
from having a fair chance at a life worth living.

Taking inspiration from other cities’ climate 
action plans, Green New Deal components of sus-
tainability plans, and from local groups and com-
munity members is critical in understanding why 
we need change of this nature in Boston. And 
now is the time to create the vision of a future we 
can all look joyously towards.
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