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Abstract 

 This project presents survey of municipal climate plans in the United States to determine 

the existing relationship between climate adaptation planning and understandings of social 

justice, environmental justice, and vulnerability. The results indicate that while justice and 

vulnerability considerations are not absent in US municipal climate planning, the current 

framework for discussing and strategizing for justice and vulnerability are wanting, and lead me 

to provide the following conclusions: First, the type of plan can impact how policymakers frame 

and consider justice and vulnerability; Second, planning for climate change is more a function of 

who is at the decision-making table than city-characteristics like demographics; and Lastly, 

vulnerable populations and their representatives must be more strongly integrated into the 

planning process to ensure they are not rendered absent from the plans entirely. The article 

concludes with suggestions for future research on this rapidly growing and increasingly 

important topic. Climate change is the single largest challenge of our, and future generations’ 

time. In not fully addressing issues of equity and justice, these plans do not adequately prepare 

their communities to be resilient or sustainable in the face of climate change.  

Key words: social justice, climate justice, climate governance, climate adaptation, local 

government 
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Chapter 1. Changing Climate, Static Society: An Introduction 

 

 On February 1, 2016, Linda Shi, a Ph.D. candidate at the MIT Department of Urban 

Studies and Planning, posted an article on the website New Security: The Blog of the 

Environmental Change and Security Program. The article, entitled “Adapting to Climate Change 

in Cities May Require a Major Rethink,” reflected on the 2015 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference (COP 21)’s priorities regarding the inequitable impacts of climate change on the 

world’s most disadvantaged populations. Shi argues that even despite a concern with the 

disproportionate impacts of climate change on a global scale, “The fact is, there are winners and 

losers in urban climate adaptation projects, and it is the poorest and most marginalized who (as 

always) tend to lose” (Shi, 2016). Shi reasons that outdated planning mechanisms that promote 

uneven development are the culprits of this problem, and solutions would include: increase 

participation in planning, catalyze adaptation across cities, govern the scale of planning, and 

design for social justice (Shi, 2016). When these four aspects of existing planning structures have 

been addressed, we can accomplish what Shi terms “Just Adaptation.” 

 At this point, there is a scientific consensus that climate change is both real, and human-

induced (According to NASA, “97% or more of actively publishing climate scientists agree that 

climate-warming trends over the past century are extremely likely due to human activities.” For a 

list of current publications on this topic, and statements of climate change from 18 scientific 

associations see: http://climate.nasa.gov/scientific-consensus/.) The major potential impacts of 

climate change, which are largely framed and understood through scientific climate models, 

include: Temperature change, sea-level rise, precipitation changes leading to both droughts and 

flooding, and an increase in extreme events (IPCC, 2007, 12). However, these impacts will not 

occur uniformly across countries, regions, or even cities and neighborhoods, and some 
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individuals and groups will be at more risk to climate change impacts than others. Existing 

literature indicates that climate adaptation may be best implemented at a local scale, where 

strategies can be tailored to the unique geographic and social conditions of a given community. 

This is reflected in the growing number of municipal climate adaptation plans being 

implemented in regions across the United States, however, further study is required to assess 

how these climate plans frame and understand the ways in which our social world will interact 

with a changing environment. As humans enter a new era of the Anthropocene where we not 

only impact the climate, but acknowledge our role in its changes, climate adaptation and climate 

adaptation planning will become increasingly important. To truly adapt to climate change will 

also require humans to address the existing inequities within their social systems at a variety of 

different scales—from the local to the social—to address the uneven distribution of vulnerability 

to climate change impacts. 

 We cannot enact change in any system without an understanding of how it is functioning 

in its current state. In her article, Shi argues that existing research on equity focuses on case 

studies and local approaches, she also notes that we are woefully uninformed on the current state 

of equity planning in climate change policymaking: 

As we, the collective international community, gain more experience with climate 

planning, identifying cases of the good, the bad, and the ugly will help us develop 

guiding principles, processes, models, and tools to help localities adapt. Right now, 

however, little of this data about how to promote socially equitable adaptation is 

available. (Shi, 2016) 

 

This thesis is my contribution to that effort. By providing basic findings and noting significant 

relationships present in my dataset of 52 climate plans with varying levels of adaptation 

strategies, I offer a perspective on municipal climate planning in the United States with a focus 

on who participates in the planning process and how those at the decision-making table shape the 
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definitions presented. We must first understand our existing situation before we can identify its 

weaknesses and implement a more effective, equitable system. 

 This project explores the ways that policymakers consider social justice and social equity, 

environmental justice, and vulnerability in municipal planning documents, through quantitative 

and qualitative content analyses of 52 climate plans from cities in the United States. It inquires: 

 How are equity, justice, and uneven forms of vulnerability defined in relationship to 

climate change, and what (or who) is missing from these definitions? 

 Is there a relationship between the individuals, groups, or agencies that write climate 

plans and the presence or type of equity discussed? 

 Why do equity, justice, and proper identification of vulnerable populations matter when 

planning for climate change? 

 What lessons can future climate and equity planners learn from exploring the 

connections, narratives, and relationships between justice, vulnerability, and climate 

change? 

  

 Chapter 2 outlines the literature used to formulate my understanding of social justice, 

environmental justice, and vulnerability, hazards and adaptation planning, and the theory 

surrounding content analysis that interprets text as a landscape that demonstrates the broader 

decision-making process and its associated power. Chapter 3 outlines the methods used to obtain 

and quantitatively code the plans in my dataset, and the more detailed qualitative coding process 

that followed. In Chapter 4, I present my findings on the three equity codes I used in my 

quantitative analysis, and the additional subset of codes identified through further content 

analysis. This chapter provides baseline information that is then further dissected and analyzed in 

Chapter 5, where I identify three crucial characteristics of my dataset which could have larger 

implications for achieving Shi’s “Just Adaptation.” 

 The impacts of climate change will be diverse, far-reaching, and potentially damaging to 

many people and communities across the world. Communities who plan for climate change 

without acknowledging the existing social structures that distribute vulnerability unevenly across 
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the landscape will not be able to adequately prepare for these impacts. Acknowledging human’s 

role in climate change is just the tip of the rapidly melting iceberg; as we adapt to a changing 

environment, we will have to reassess the values, social dynamics, and economic priorities that 

accompanied these environmental changes. We cannot adjust to a changing climate with the 

same attitudes and behaviors that led us down that path in the first place. 
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Chapter 2. Justice, Planning, and Content Analysis: A Research Context 

Introduction 

 This literature review identifies the scope of my thesis project around the areas of local 

climate planning, supports my theoretical framework through a foundation of existing theory on 

social equity and justice from planning, social science, and geographical perspectives, and 

grounds my methodological approach within the quantitative and qualitative content analysis 

literature. It begins with a discussion of social justice theory, followed by an outline of the field 

of hazards planning, from which adaptation planning stems, and finally, will provide the 

theoretical justification for a mixed-methods approach to my dataset. Despite these distinct 

categories, I will discuss how my research bridges the various fields of thoughts, methodologies, 

and theoretical bases provided in the literature. 

2.1 Social Justice Theory 

  This section explains the theoretical foundation for my selection of equity terms to code, 

measure, and evaluate through a brief history of important equity and justice theory, and 

identifies current work on climate justice and climate and equity planning.  

2.1.1 Social Justice 

 The existing literature on social justice bridges several fields, including philosophy, 

sociology, geography, political science, and planning. When we discuss social justice, key names 

and concepts often appear. Inevitably, it will involve a discussion of utilitarianism vs. deontology 

(Harper and Stein, 1992), Bullard’s distinction between procedural, social, and geographic 

equity, (Bullard, 1994), and John Rawls’s theories on distribution, including his maximum 

theory, where “all social values… are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of 
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any, or all of these values is to everyone’s advantage” (Rawls, 2001, 62). The literature often 

focuses on distribution and access as a framework for analyzing equity and justice. 

 While social justice literature focuses heavily on issues of distribution of resources, some 

criticize this focus as not fully addressing the less material aspects of justice. Iris Marion Young 

criticizes theories of justice that stretch “distributive justice” beyond the distribution of material 

goods to include phenomena like power and opportunity (Young, 1990). Instead, Young argues 

these phenomena can be better understood through a lens of oppression and domination. As 

climate change is going to disproportionately impact certain populations more than others, the 

existing definition of distributive justice remains important for the purposes of this research, 

however, as I consider the definitions employed by planners and policymakers within the 

planning process in Chapter 5, Young’s conceptualizations of domination and oppression 

becomes increasingly relevant. 

 Any analysis of social justice within the urban landscape would not be complete without 

a discussion of David Harvey’s work. Harvey connects theories of social justice to the urban 

form, viewing the city as a conglomeration of social processes, using an ontology focused on the 

social rather than the individual. He argues that the spatial organization of cities and their 

political processes create, perpetuate, and require spatial inequality to function (Harvey, 1973). 

My selection and analysis of the terms social justice and social equity stem from Harvey’s 

understanding of the urban form as a space of social interaction, and I view these climate plans 

and their definitions of equity, justice, and vulnerability as textual representations of the existing 

social structures within our cities; Harvey states: “Justice and rationality take on different 

meanings across space and time and persons, yet the existence of everyday meanings to which 

people do attach importance and which to them appear unproblematic gives the terms a political 
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and mobilizing power that can never be neglected” (Harvey, 2002, 398). Bulkeley expands upon 

this idea within the context of climate justice (discussed in more detail below), noting that 

“The urban scale brings into particularly sharp focus the ways in which inequalities are 

created and sustained by the same social, political and economic processes which 

determine what ‘fairness’ means. In this context, it is clear that the traditional framings of 

justice as a matter of ensuring ‘fair’ distribution of resources or access to decision making 

processes are captive to the contexts in which they are created, suggesting different 

questions need to be asked” (Bulkeley, 2014, 33).  

 

This perspective allows us to better understand the political power that definitions of equity 

express, and the ways in which policies that regulate the urban form perpetuate existing social 

hierarchies. 

 Iris Marion Young (1990) builds on Harvey’s ontology of the social, and argues that 

existing theories of social justice neglect an understanding of the social interactions that fuel 

power dynamics between groups and individuals. She argues that instead of adopting a universal 

theory of justice that pretends to be ahistorical and separate from social and political experiences, 

those who wish to study and engage in discussions of social justice should instead employ a 

critical reflective analysis as a “normative reflection that is historically and socially 

contextualized” (Young, 1990, 5). That is, the spatial and social context within which we exist, 

and within which these plans are created, display a unique and distinct set of equity issues that 

cannot be determined by any one holistic understanding of “justice” or “equity.” This level of 

normative reflection becomes increasingly important as I analyze the ways in which definitions 

of justice are employed within the hierarchical system of planning. 

 Robert Bullard (1994) provides an often-cited framework for understanding equity and 

justice, and his three types of equity can provide a valuable means of categorizing and 

understanding equity considerations in climate planning. These include: 
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• Procedural Equity: “the extent that governing rules, regulations, evaluation criteria, and 

enforcement are applied in a nondiscriminatory way” (Bullard, 1994, 12). 

• Geographic Equity: “the location and spatial configuration of communities and their 

proximity to environmental hazards and locally unwanted land uses (LULUs)” (Bullard, 

1994, 13). 

• Social Equity: “the role of sociological factors such as race, ethnicity, class, culture, 

lifestyles, and political power, in environmental decisionmaking” (Bullard, 1994, 14). 

Existing work on climate change planning and equity adopt Bullard’s three forms of inequity; 

Shrock and colleagues (2015) categorize equity and social justice considerations into these 

categories, finding that social equity was the most prominent form of equity discussed in plans, 

while geographic equity was the least-often discussed (Shrock et al, 2015). 

2.1.2 Environmental Justice 

 Environmental justice was selected as a coding term to assess the role of the 

environmental justice movement (and any related potential grassroots movements with a justice 

perspective) within current planning dialogues. As Luke Cole and Sheila Foster (2001) discuss, 

“environmental justice” denotes grassroots activities with roots in the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 1950’s, 60’s, and 70’s, as well as anti-toxics movement, and broader labor movements (Cole 

and Foster, 2001, 20). Cole and Forster frame environmental justice both externally—with a 

critical analysis of the political economy of environmental degradation and its relationship to 

political and social processes, and internally—through the perspective of communities impacted 

by environmental racism where “Environmental hazards are inequitably distributed in the United 

States, with poor people and people of color bearing a greater share of pollution than richer 

people and white people” (Cole and Foster, 2001, 10). Together, these perspectives inform the 
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authors’ understanding of environmental justice “which requires democratic decision making, 

community empowerment, and the incorporation of social structure… in environmental decision-

making processes (Cole and Foster, 2001, 16). The environmental justice movement, therefore, 

is more associated with political activism and political movements than a theory or philosophy as 

we see with the term “justice.” Following this understanding of the history of the environmental 

justice movement out of the Civil Rights and anti-toxics movement informs my interpretation of 

the coding term “environmental justice” in my content analysis, and will allow me to compare 

the academic definition established by Cole and Forster to local planning definitions.  

 As a movement, environmental justice has been associated with public health associated 

with the siting of noxious land uses, especially landfills. Cole and Foster (2003) point to 

Kettleman City, CA’s response to the siting of multiple hazardous waste sites in the 1980s as one 

of the earliest examples of the environmental justice movement. Additional common examples 

of environmental justice movements include protests against a toxic dump in Warren County, 

NC in the 1980s, similar protests in Chester, PA in the 1990s responses to a girl drowning in a 

landfill in Houston in 1967 (which, coincidentally was when Robert Bullard became involved in 

studying environmental justice), and civil rights protests over garbage workers’ rights in 

Memphis in 1968 (Cole and Foster, 2001, 21, 34). While environmental justice issues certainly 

are not reserved to the landfill siting and noxious land uses, the history of the movement and the 

continued siting of hazardous landfills near minority and low-income communities (Goldan and 

Fitton, 1994). 

 Bullard’s framework for inequity is incredibly important as we assess the ways that 

policymakers discuss environmental justice and environmental racism. The literature indicates 

that issues of environmental injustice imply environmental racism, but as Laura Pulido (2000) 
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highlights, researchers often attempt to analyze environmental racism without understanding the 

underlying social structures and interactions between spatial scales that create and maintain it. 

Pulido (2000) argues that researchers often frame environmental racism as the product of a single 

discriminatory act rather than a product of social and spatial interactions, and “miss the role of 

structural and hegemonic forms of racism in contributing to such inequalities” (Pulido, 2000, 

12). Instead of viewing environmental justice issues as the product of a single racist act, we must 

acknowledge the social and spatial conditions that exist within our urban form. Pulido offers 

white privilege as a valuable framework for reassessing environmental racism as more than a 

product of one or a group of racist individuals, noting that  

[White privilege] refers to the hegemonic structures, practices, and ideologies that 

reproduce whites’ privileged status. In this scenario, whites do not necessarily intend to 

hurt people of color, but because they are unaware of their white-skin privilege, and 

because they accrue social and economic benefits by maintaining the status quo, they 

inevitably do. (Pulido, 2000, 15) 

 

Pulido notes that Bullard’s work does not fit this critique, as his three types of equity focus on 

the social, geographic, and procedural structures that normalize and maintain environmentally 

racist actions.  

2.1.3 Justice and Equity Planning 

 Within the field of planning, equity work often falls under the classification of Paul 

Davidoff’s notion of “Advocacy Planning,” where the planner takes an active role in 

representing and advocating for a specific community group or action. This planning approach 

stands in contradiction to the “Rational Planning Method,” that has typified planning since its 

inception. The Rational Planning Method relies on the myth of positivism, where the “objective 

planner,” provides reasonable, scientific solutions to urban ailments, while remaining “distinctly 

apart from the political fray occurring within the community for whom their work is directed,” 
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(Ozawa and Seltzer, 1999, 258). This planning method has been generally unproblematized in 

planning’s history; “Much of planning theory dwells on planning processes and the role of the 

planner without analyzing the socio-spatial constraints under which planners operate or the 

object—urban space—that they affect” (Fainstein, 2010, 57). Advocacy planning, and other 

forms of equity planning-in practice, reject this myth of objectivity advocating instead for a 

system that makes our biases and goals clear and upfront.  

  Norman Krumholtz’s work in the Cleveland planning office in the 1970’s is the keystone 

of equity planning in practice. Remembering his work in Cleveland, Krumholtz states, “We 

deemphasized many of our concerns with zoning, land use, and urban design. We altered the 

planner’s traditional posture as an apolitical technician serving a unitary public interest. Instead, 

we devoted ourselves to ‘providing more choices to those who have few, if any choices’” 

(Krumholtz, 1982, 166). While Krumholtz acknowledges that a planning department alone 

cannot enact systemic change in how these vulnerable populations are treated, but they can use 

their knowledge and connections to create and exploit “institutional openings,” including “the 

nonmonolithic character of urban politics, the ambiguity of planning mandates and problems, the 

needs of the powerful for planners’ analyses, the nature of publicity and problem formulation in 

planning, and the organization of planning itself” (Krumholtz, 1990, 212). In this description, 

planners interested in enforcing social equity should be the opposite of a rational technician, and 

instead utilize their knowledge of the system to enact change. 

 Much of equity planning theory focuses on tearing down the myth of the rational planner 

through an analysis of planning’s complex and problematic past. This perspective goes directly 

against the narrative of the “rational planner,” who sits comfortably behind their models and 

formulas to solve problems. The concept of the “rational planner” brings to mind Robert Moses, 
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and the urban renewal experiment, which dislocated entire populations in New York City and 

essentially employed institutional racism through its myth of objectivity.  In the case of urban 

renewal, the solutions offered by rational planners instituted racist policies and outcomes, under 

the veil of objective impartiality (For a detailed biography of Robert Moses, consult Robert 

Caro’s The Power Broker, 1974). Young addresses this veil of “impartiality” within the 

decisionmaking process, arguing that “the conviction that bureaucrats and experts can exercise 

their decisionmaking power in an impartial manner legitimates authoritarian hierarchy” (Young, 

1990, 10). Essentially, promoting the idea that the planner can be an impartial decision-maker 

neglects the hierarchical system inherent within decision-making and shields the planner from 

addressing their own biases within the process. 

 While the field of urban planning generally acknowledges the deep problems lurking 

behind urban renewal, the myth of objectivity persists and is reinforced through the histories 

planners choose to share, and the ways in which we continue to prioritize quantifiable solutions 

over those that engage with our problematic history.  In Making the Invisible Visible (1998), 

Leonie Sandercock argues that the history of planning prioritizes the sharing of some stories over 

others. This reinforces an idealized version of planning and of planners that does not exist, where 

“In choosing to tell some stories rather than others, a professional identity is shaped, invested 

with meaning, and then defended” (Sandercock, 1998, 1). Sandercock sees this retelling of the 

same monolithic history as an attempt to construct one “official story” of planning’s history, one 

based on “The story of the modernist planning project, the representation of planning as the 

voice of reason in modern society, the carrier of the Enlightenment mission of material progress 

through scientific rationality” (Sandercock, 1998, 2). Of course—this is not the entire story of 

planning, however, it is largely the story I heard as a young planning student, and it is the one 
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repeated by some of the most well-established planning historians in the field, including Peter 

Hall and Mel Scott. These stories do not grapple with issues like that of urban renewal, or 

question the lack of racial, social, and gender-diversity in planning’s history and within the 

practice today. Instead, in these stories, “The role of planning and of planners is unproblematic,” 

and the profession becomes “mythologized” (Sandercock, 1998, 7). Sandercock’s critique of 

planning’s history, and her concern with the ways in which its history informs current practices 

is important to my understanding of the field. I follow this critique of planning in my analysis, 

viewing the plan itself as a landscape imbued with power both in the ways it is constructed, and 

by who is involved in its construction.  

 June Manning Thomas expands on this problem of history, asking why planning 

frequently chooses to hide beyond their outdated stories of the rational planner. Thomas notes 

that an acknowledgement the telling inclusive historiographies may actually help illuminate the 

planner’s role in the history of urban development (Thomas, 1998). She argues that by telling 

inclusive histories, planners can “clarify that the problem of racial prejudice and oppression 

originated not so much from bureaucratic planners as from the larger society,” leading to a 

deeper understanding of the systemic issues that led to blight, urban decay, and racial inequality 

(Thomas, 1998, 201). This speaks to Young’s argument that we cannot look at issues of justice 

as ahistorical, but instead as products of social interactions and social systems that reinforce 

oppression and domination. Without an acknowledgement within the field of planning of its 

history, and a debunking of the impartial, “rational planner,” we cannot hope to develop a 

substantive, careful definition of justice and vulnerability that we can employ as we attempt to 

address the disproportionate impacts of climate change.  

2.1.4 Public Participation  
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 While this project does not tackle public participation issues directly, there should be an 

acknowledgement of the significant role participation plays within the field of equity planning 

and social justice theory overall. As Reisch notes, 

“The creation of greater social solidarity implied in the goals of multiculturalism and 

social justice requires the reassertion of the ideas of collective responsibility, a 

community of need, and public virtue… It also implies the establishment of a societal 

imperative that promotes full participation of each member of the community in the 

community’s activities (Reisch, 2002, 347). 

 

This project does consider how many communities utilized public participation efforts, and if 

there is a relationship between the type and extent of equity considerations in a given plan and 

their public participation strategy. This analysis involves some level of knowledge of the types of 

public participation methods available to a planning committee. Arnstein (1969) offers a list of 

types of public participation methods a planning agency can utilize, categorized according to the 

level of public engagement it provides. Arnstein ranks public participation efforts on an 8-rung 

ladder, ranging from “Manipulation” and “Therapy” at the bottom to “Citizen control” at the top 

(for a complete list of participation efforts, see Appendix). 

2.1.5 Climate Ethics and Urban Climate Change Governance  

 Equity and climate change are often discussed in terms of intergenerational equity (Farley 

and Smith, 2014, 6), or more globally through the politics of international agreements that focus 

on a country’s “rights and responsibilities” (Bulkeley, 2014, 32). However, the literature 

suggests that increasingly, local municipalities are leading the way in climate change policy-

making. Bulkeley (2014) provides strong evidence that planning for climate change is most 

strongly and effectively done through the local, municipal efforts, which she terms as “climate 

change experiments” (Bulkeley and Broto, 2014, 2013). These “experiments” can manifest 

themselves in different ways depending on the objective of the municipality; literature on local 
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greenhouse gas mitigation policy argues that “urban climate governance does not represent a 

fundamental shift in climate policy but rather is a new articulation of neoliberal environmental 

governance that is unlikely to have any substantial effect on global concentrations of GHGs” 

(Rice, 2014, 334). Rice points out that while communities that create climate programs focused 

on greenhouse gas reductions do obtain added benefits like improved public health, economic 

efficiency, and better reputations and environmental stewards, these urban programs “also 

require that a city have access to financial and technical resources, appropriate data and 

methodological tools, and the political will and support to implement climate-related programs 

(Rice, 2014, 335). Rice’s work suggests that urban climate mitigation programs are merely a new 

expression of neoliberal governance parading as environmentalism. While not the direct subject 

of this paper, I do discuss the distinctions between climate action plans and climate adaptation-

oriented strategies, and a deeper analysis into the different types of climate programs—those that 

promote greenhouse gas mitigation and those that promote adaptation strategies—could be a 

very valuable companion to Rice’s work. 

 Adger expands this discussion of mitigation vs. adaptation strategies, noting that while 

mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions may require more global policymaking efforts between 

nation states, adaptation practices are best adopted at smaller scales; “Because the impacts are 

spatially and socially differentiated, climate justice (the universal right to secure well-being free 

from unknown hazard or impact) is based on the individual” (Adger, 2001, 924). Different scales 

should be utilized depending on a city, or community within a city’s specific vulnerabilities, 

risks and needs, suggesting the local level is the most effective scale at and through which to 

introduce adaptation strategies that target justice and equity issues.  
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 In addition to her work assessing climate change experiments at the local level, 

Bulkeley’s work on climate justice expands the existing components of justice beyond the 

standard framework. Bulkeley and colleagues (2014) build upon Bullard’s three forms of equity 

to perceive climate justice as a “pyramid, the faces of which are distributions, procedures, rights, 

responsibilities and recognition,” in which recognition is the structure’s foundation (Bulkeley et 

al., 2014, 31). Recognition is defined here as something “which views socio-economic (i.e. 

distributive) injustice as fundamentally linked to ‘cultural or symbolic injustices’ which fail to 

give adequate recognition to certain groups” (Bulkeley et al., 2014, 33).  

 Current work on climate justice and local governance in the United States specifically is 

rather scant, save a paper by Gregory Schrock and colleagues (2015) entitled “Pursuing Equity 

and Justice in a changing Climate: Assessing Equity in Local Climate and Sustainability Plans in 

U.S. Cities.” Schrock and colleagues’ piece provides a good source for comparison, as it 

approaches a similar subject: equity considerations in climate plans, but with a slightly different 

approach and set of plans. Shrock et al. analyzes the presence of equity terms in 28 climate 

action and sustainability plans, codes the equity considerations in reference to the type of equity 

discussed (procedural, geographic, social), and scored the plans from 0-3 depending on “the 

specificity and prominence of equity themes” (Shrock et al., 2015, 5).  

 Shrock and colleagues organized their findings into three main factors which may shape 

equity considerations: disparities, capacity, and opportunity. The authors found that while 

environmental, economic, racial, and social disparities of a community may serve an important 

purpose in getting equity conversations on the table in climate planning, there was not a clear 

relationship between city characteristics and their degree of equity focus suggesting, “that the 

relationship between local conditions and its equity orientation is complex in nature, and does 
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not automatically correspond to city characteristics” (Shrock et al. 2015, 6). Despite this, Shrock 

and colleagues state that “recognition on the part of planners and sustainability officials of 

persistent environmental disparities and inequities facing communities of color and other 

marginalized populations played a role in getting equity on the agenda,” typically through a 

consideration of geographical equity. Shrock and colleagues’ findings support my own 

discoveries during the coding process that although equity is often discussed, the extent to which 

it is addressed through actual strategies or through the identification of specific vulnerable 

populations is often poor. 

2.2 Local Hazards Mitigation Planning and Adaptation Planning 

 The United States has seen an increased commitment by localities to address climate 

change issues through the creation of a variety of climate plan types. This increase in municipal 

climate plans has occurred despite a strong overarching federal policy statement on the 

significance of adaptation planning. Many municipal climate plans, drafted by city governments, 

are supported either with funding or technical assistance through groups like ICLEI-Local 

Governments for Sustainability, and many reflect a strong mayoral commitment like the U.S. 

Mayors Climate Protection Agreement. This commitment suggests a growing understanding of 

the role that localities can play within climate change. As I discuss later, municipalities may be 

best suited for plans that focus specifically on adaptation as opposed to larger-scale national or 

international policymaking, considering that vulnerability and threats from climate change 

impacts will be felt differently within communities both spatially and within different social 

structures. However, the field of climate planning as it stands now is primarily focused on 

reducing greenhouse gases through climate action plans, and promoting sustainable development 

via sustainability plans.  
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 Climate adaptation planning is a newer field of planning, as is reflected in the variety of 

different plans cities create: local hazard mitigation plans, climate action plans, and sustainability 

plans that include at least a section on adaptation, as well as stand-alone climate adaptation plans 

with a focus solely on responding to impacts of climate change are all different iterations of the 

climate plan that can include climate adaptation concerns and/or strategies. Current literature on 

climate adaptation planning often links the approach and goals of climate adaptation with hazard 

mitigation and disaster risk reduction, given the level uncertainty associated with climate change 

impacts (Blanco and Alberti, 2009, 158; Tomalla ,2006, 40; Lyles, Berke, and Heiman 

forthcoming). This narrow focus on the risks and subsequent strategies related to climate impacts 

suggests that climate adaptation and hazard mitigation plans are distinctly different from climate 

action and sustainability plans, both of which more broadly focus on a wider range of climate 

change impacts beyond vulnerability and risk reduction. Because of their narrow focus on the 

impacts of climate change, climate adaptation and hazard mitigation plans can be identified as 

“narrow-based” plans, while sustainability and climate action plans can be identified as “broad-

based” with a larger focus on both responding to climate impacts, but also on other factors 

including sustainable development and greenhouse gas emissions reductions. 

2.2.1 Broad-Focus: Climate Action and Sustainability Plans 

 Generally, climate action planning focuses on reducing greenhouse gas emissions 

through “enhancing energy efficiency, adopting renewable energy sources, alternative 

transportation and reductions in vehicle miles traveled, and expanding ‘green infrastructure’” as 

well as LEED-certified building construction and practices (Schrock et al., 2015, 1). Climate 

action plans vary in both structure and content, depending on the organization writing the plan, 

its capacity, and community specifics, including demographics, and physical geography (like 
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proximity to a coast). However, because of climate action planning’s focus on greenhouse gas 

reductions, there are some standard formats included in most climate action plans. These include 

a greenhouse gas emissions inventory, often organized into separate categories of community 

and municipal emissions, reduction measures organized by category such as (but not limited to): 

energy, transportation, waste and recycling, and land use, and finally an implementation strategy 

and appendices (Boswell et al., 2012, 10). The current literature on climate action planning notes 

that although adaptation is not a required element of climate action plans, it is increasingly 

common to include an adaptation section, as both mitigation and adaptation policies will be 

necessary in order to adequately all of the issues of climate change (Boswell et al., 2012, 154; 

Blanco and Alberti, 2009, 158).  

 Sustainability plans can also be identified as “broad-focus” plans with the expansive 

theme of the “triple bottom line” balance the environment, economy, and social world, and often 

provide broad goals and visions for a community, rather than a specific focus on adapting to 

climate change. Inherent within sustainability planning is the concept of sustainable 

development, defined by the Brundtland Commission as development that “meets the needs of 

current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, 16). The 

oxymoronic nature of the phrase “sustainable development” and its corresponding definition has 

been addressed by other researchers, and is not the focus of this project here, although it should 

be noted that sustainability and sustainable development are loaded terms with malleable 

definitions, depending on who is using them. The pliable nature of the term sustainability can be 

especially sinister when sustainable development is focused mostly on economic growth, and can 

have implications for both social justice and climate adaptation planning. As Blanco and Alberti 
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note, “sustainability research has not incorporated adaptation concerns, and some development 

activities could result in increases in vulnerability to climate change impacts” (Blanco and 

Alberti, 2009, 162).  

2.2.2 Narrow-Focus: Hazard Mitigation and Climate Adaptation Plans 

 Hazard mitigation and climate adaptation planning approaches present a different 

perspective on climate change than the broad-focus plans discussed above. Local hazard 

mitigation planning focuses very specifically on risk and vulnerability assessments and strategies 

to mitigate vulnerability to risk. There is a well-established literature on hazard mitigation 

planning, which Berke and Lyles (2013) suggest offers increasingly strong connections between 

hazard mitigation and adaptation planning, as both “deal with weather events that are likely to be 

exacerbated by climate change, both rapid-onset (for example, rain-induced flooding and 

hurricanes) and slow-onset (for example, drought) events” (Berke and Lyles, 2013, 184). This 

similarity in focus allows me to categorize hazard mitigation plans with an adaptation component 

as “narrow” plans that focus specifically on risks and risk management strategies associated with 

climate change (For additional evidence of the connections between hazard mitigation and 

adaptation planning, see Blanco and Alberti, 2009). 

 As noted above, stand-alone adaptation plans developed out of hazard mitigation 

planning, as well as out of a concern that greenhouse gas mitigation strategies via climate action 

plans alone would not adequately address potential climate impacts already occurring. In 2007, 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), arguably the most influential global 

advisory committee for climate change, asserted that even if greenhouse gas emissions were 

capped to a reasonable level tomorrow, “no mitigation efforts, no matter how rigorous and 

relentless, will prevent climate change from happening in the next few decades” (IPCC, 2007, 
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748). This acknowledgment has led local communities to begin constructing stand-alone climate 

adaptation plans, as well as updating their climate action, sustainability, and hazard mitigation 

plans to consider adaptation measures. This is where the field stands today, with a mix of climate 

adaptation, hazard mitigation, climate action and sustainability plans that address adapting to 

climate change in a variety of ways and with different levels of concern. 

2.2.3 Adaptation, Vulnerability and Dominant Climate Change Narratives 

 Definitions of what adaptation means can vary, however Blanco and Alberti note that in 

the climate change literature, definitions of adaptation reside within a “context of vulnerability, 

sensitivity and adaptive capacity” (Blanco and Alberti 2009, 159). This three-fold definition of 

adaptation then requires a strong understanding of the terms vulnerability, sensitivity, and 

adaptive capacity. There are many different frameworks with which to understand vulnerability, 

and the definition a policymaker uses can have significant impacts on the nature of policy 

implemented. Beginning with the most dominant narrative on vulnerability from the leading 

advisory institution on climate science and policy, the IPCC defines vulnerability as: “the degree 

to which a system is susceptible to, and unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change, 

including climate variability and extremes” (IPCC, 2007, 883). These adverse effects and their 

potential threats are identified through climate models that categorize potential threats through 

scenario planning, and are generally organized into these categories: 

• Temperature change: “0.2°C per decade is projected for a range of SRES emission 

scenarios. Even if the concentrations of all greenhouse gases and aerosols had been kept 

constant at year 2000 levels, a further warming of about 0.1°C per decade would be 

expected” (IPCC 2007, 12). 2013 projections provided by IPCC become even more 

stringent, based on a variety of different scenarios of emissions.  These numbers indicate 
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that the poles and tropics will feel these impacts more dramatically, given their 

geographical locations related to weather patterns, ocean circulation patterns, latitude, 

etc. 

• Sea level rise: Projections of global average sea level rise by the end of the 21st century 

from 0.18 to 0.59 m for a range of emission scenarios, not excluding potential changes in 

ice flow from temperature rise (IPCC 2007, 13). 

• Precipitation change: Average mean precipitation likely to increase, especially in high 

latitudes and decrease in most subtropical land regions, while snow cover is projected to 

contract (IPCC 2007, 15-16). 

• Extreme events: Extreme events include heat waves, heavy precipitation events, as well 

as hurricanes, tornados, and other weather events. 

 

As we see, the IPCC’s definition of vulnerability reflects a more technical risk hazard framework 

based on a system’s response to external threats. This is in opposition to a social constructivist 

framework used often in political economy and human geography, which focuses on social 

vulnerability and “conceives [vulnerability] as an inherent condition of households or 

communities determined by socio-economic and political factors, clearly emphasizing non-

climatic factors in vulnerability” (Blanco and Alberti, 2009, 161). Adger addresses the 

challenges with identifying vulnerability from this simplistic scientific perspective, stating that 

“Vulnerability is determined by social entitlements and differentiated by levels of equity, 

livelihood, diversity, potential climate impacts and appropriate institutional forms” (Adger, 2001, 

925). O’Lear further challenges the IPCC’s reliance on scientific modeling to construct 

definitions of climate change. Using a constructivist Science and Technology Studies (STS) lens, 

O’Lear notes that the IPCC’s definitions utilize a “technoscientific approach that reduces climate 
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to measurable, quantifiable observations about environmental systems” which neglects other 

understandings of climate and climate change using natural science “significantly discount the 

presence of humans and hide uneven power and social relations rooted in neoliberalism” 

(O’Lear, 2015, 2). The definition of climate and vulnerability rooted in “objective” science as 

provided by the IPCC promotes certain agendas, while hiding others. Within local climate 

planning, as evidenced in this dataset, IPCC data is often used as the main source for defining 

climate change, and identifying our risks, and can therefore shape local policies that may 

perpetuate this technoscientific perspective without acknowledging the social factors neglected 

by the process.  

 The literature on adaptation planning in general discusses the challenges facing 

adaptation planning regarding capacity, coordination with local hazard mitigation planning and 

planners, and how to deal with “uncertainty,” but generally does not explicitly discuss how 

different climate impacts will affect different populations and groups within a given community. 

As discussed in the following chapters, this lack of attention to the disproportionate potential 

impacts of climate change is also common within the plans themselves, and I argue that this is 

one of the key issues in formulating a clear understanding of equity values within a given 

community, or a set of equity values that can be explored more broadly in the field of climate 

planning.  

2.3 Theory on Mixed Methodologies 

 A mixed method methodological approach is the comprehensive means of analyzing this 

dataset to both allow for an analysis of relationships among phenomena, and provide a 

mechanism for engaging with issues of recognition, different conceptualizations of justice, and 

discourse analysis. Broadly, mixed method projects combine quantitative and qualitative 
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research methods to construct a fuller understanding of the dataset in question. A mixed-method 

approach, ideally, ensures a more comprehensive understanding of data, and balances the 

benefits and weaknesses of both research approaches, as an acknowledgement that all methods 

“simultaneously enable and disable” (Sui and DeLyser, 2012, 119–20). Generally, quantitative 

methods are considered valuable because of the replicability, and perceived objectivity of hard 

numbers and statistics. Quantitative methods allow for researchers to identify relationships 

between and among phenomena. Stratford and Bradshaw establish distinctions between 

extensive (quantitative research), and intensive (qualitative research), noting the ways that both 

approach can answer “what” versus “how” (Stratford and Bradshaw, 2010, 120).  The details of 

my mixed-method approach are outlined in Chapter 3: Methodology, however, the theoretical 

foundation for my methodological choices, particularly the qualitative content analysis and 

discourse analysis greatly inform the way that my data is interpreted, and are discussed in more 

detail below.  

 The quantitative content analysis stems from existing plan quality literature within the 

field of hazard mitigation planning. The strong relationships between climate adaptation and 

hazard mitigation planning have already been discussed, and recent work supports the value in 

utilizing hazard mitigation practices and methods to understand the growing field of climate 

adaptation (Lyles, Berke, and Smith, 2014; Berke, Lyles, and Smith, 2014; Lyles, Berke, and 

Heiman, forthcoming).  This form of content analysis focuses on addressing the author agencies, 

cross-referencing of climate plans with other types of plans (including comprehensive plans, 

capital improvements plans, etc.), and the presence of land use items to provide an understanding 

of the strength of climate adaptation plans within a broader planning process. All items are coded 

according to their presence, with a 1 for present and a 0 for absent, and then utilized in statistical 
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models to assess correlation and significant relationships. Once significant relationships are 

identified, planners can begin to identify ways in which the planning process can be strengthened 

through integration with other types of plans, land use strategies, etc. 

 This method does not, however, allow for a more detailed analysis of the ways in which 

terms are used by plan authors, and the ways in which plans represent systems of hierarchy and 

power that inform the definitions and strategies used. This is where a qualitative content analysis 

based on a visual analysis of text provides immense detail to the basic plan content analysis. As 

Craine and Gardner discuss, visual methods can be applied throughout qualitative research, as it 

is based on a general understanding that “textual representations hold descriptions of the lived 

experiences associated with everyday life and interpreting these texts can provide insight into the 

social construction of space and place” (Craine and Gardner, 2014, 284). Quantitative content 

analysis cannot accomplish a more detailed analysis that includes an understanding of the social 

construction of space and place, while at the same time, the qualitative analysis provides little 

replicable material to analyze and formulate potential relationships between phenomena. This is 

why some proponents of content analysis promote a blend of both quantitative and qualitative 

practices, arguing that “qualitative analysis deals with the forms and antecedent-consequent 

patterns of form, while quantitative analysis deals with the duration and frequency of form” 

(Smith, 1975, 218). Other researchers support this perspective, arguing that “counts” of terms 

enable identifying, organizing and indexing, while the qualitative analysis of that data allows one 

to understand the context within which the codes are used (Berg, 2008, 342). My research 

utilizes these two forms of content analysis to identify, catalog, and index the equity codes 

within climate plans, while also unpacking the context (both the definitions used, the types of 
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vulnerable populations and consequent threats identified) to enable a more comprehensive 

understanding of the role of justice and social concerns. 

 Qualitative content analysis is often used to code interviews and surveys, however it can 

also extend to other forms of text, including “newspaper accounts, public addresses, libraries, 

archives, television shows, movies, and similar sources allow researchers to conduct analytic 

studies” (Berg, 2008, 364). These pieces can be analyzed as a form of textual landscape within 

which academics can understand deeper meanings and indications of culture and power. Craine 

and Gardner provide a brief history of the use of text as landscape as a relevant and useful form 

of analysis, noting that “Since the publication of Sauer’s The Morphology of Landscape in 1925, 

cultural geographers have recognized landscape as a central concept and subject, particularly 

how landscapes reflect and symbolize the activities and cultural ideas of a place” (Craine and 

Gardner, 2014, 276). In this case, I extend this understanding of a textual landscape to the realm 

of climate change plans, which I argue hold meaning and reflect the power structures in a given 

space and time, as “the study of how these representations are created and the meanings they 

contain can offer great insight into the way individuals and social institutions interact and how 

individual and societal identity is constructed” (Craine and Gardner, 2014, 276). With this 

perspective, my dataset of 52 municipal climate plans can be analyzed as a textual landscape, 

where the type of equity code used, and its definition and connotation reflect decision-making 

structures that impact both policy and social dynamics. The text itself is a product of social 

interactions that will subsequently impact social interactions. This returns to David Harvey’s 

interpretation of the urban form as a space of conflict and social interactions, and I use this 

interpretation as I analyze the policies constructed by and for urban spaces and their inhabitants.  
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 In the broadest sense, my work utilizes content analysis to organize considerations of 

equity by their definitions and frameworks. Developing a catalog of equity terms, definitions, 

and frameworks is best achieved through the tedious process of coding, described as “a careful, 

detailed, systematic examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to 

identify patterns, themes, biases, and meanings” (Berg, 2008, 338). The literature indicates that 

the interpretative process can be conducted a variety of ways. My approach utilizes both 

manifest and latent content analysis; the initial quantitative content analysis, which codes equity 

term in relation to their presence within plans and frequency provide valuable baseline 

information, can then be further analyzed with an eye on patterns and trends latent within the 

presence of these terms, requiring “a determination of the underlying meanings of what was 

said” (Dunn, 2014, 175).  

In this project, the three main equity codes, “social equity/justice, environmental justice, 

and vulnerable populations” are the manifest codes, while the definitions and topics surrounding 

these equity terms are the latent items that inform the type and extent of equity considerations. 

To understand the latent trends, I employ a semiotic analysis, using term codes to identify 

“systems of meanings found within the signs of a text, thereby allowing the users to gain a better 

understanding of the ideologies at work in the production of text” (Craine and Gardner, 2014, 

278). For the code “social equity/justice,” then, the semiotic analysis includes additional codes 

like: types of equity according to Bullard’s three types of inequity, robustness of equity 

discussion (is it a mere sentence with an actual definition, or several paragraphs with examples 

and strategies). These items may not be explicitly stated by the authors, but are inherent in the 

plan and can be understood in the context of broader equity theory.  
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 Along with an understanding of latent meaning and semiotic analysis, qualitative content 

analysis establishes a distinction between deductive and inductive categorization of coding terms 

and content. The coding terms for this project were selected using a deductive approach, while 

the categories and themes created in the qualitative content analysis were selected using an 

inductive approach, which “begins with researchers ‘immersing’ themselves in the documents … 

in order to identify the dimensions of themes that seem meaningful to the producers of each 

message” (Berg, 2008, 347). Equity categories can also be deductively organized into theoretical 

classes, like “types” of justice and equity—procedural, geographic, social, etc.  

 Instead of seeking the essence of climate action and adaptation plans, and their use of 

equity terms, I employ a discourse analysis that seeks to understand how language shapes policy. 

Discourse analysis addresses the power structures that exist behind the words we use; as Craine 

and Gardner describe: 

Discourse refers to groups of statements and practices that not only structure the way we 

think about things but also allow us to make specific assertions of knowledge in the first 

place. In this way it is possible to speak of a geographical discourse that refers to the 

special language of the discipline and how it is practised, with its focus on spatial 

relations, uneven developments and the power of places… Discursive practices—the 

ways meanings and are connected through representations, texts, and behaviors—are also 

a form of disciplining and so discourses are also about power and knowledge production 

(Craine and Gardner, 2014, 279). 

 

Several discourses on climate change, and its impacts to different populations can be found in 

my dataset, and an analysis of the ways the terms are used, and the populations are identified 

provides a stronger idea of the narratives told and repeated within climate planning, and provide 

insight into how we can improve those narratives. Part of the problem with the ways in which 

these plans consider equity is that the definition is shallow (this is discussed more in the next 

chapter), and very infrequently connected to any sort of strategy or objective. Instead, equity is 

treated as lip service, and the narrative maintains the existing social structures rather than 
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seeking deeper social change and improvement in the face of climate change. This is where the 

title of my thesis comes from; these narratives do little to alter the social system as it currently 

exists, promoting static growth under the guise of “social equity.”  

 However strong a mixed-methods approach may be when compared to using either 

quantitative or qualitative research methods alone, there are still limitations. Berg notes that 

qualitative content analysis 

Another limitation (although some might call it a weakness) of content analysis is that it 

is ineffective for testing causal relationships between variables. Researchers and their 

audiences must resist the temptation to infer such relationships. This is particularly true 

when researches forthrightly present the proportion or frequency with which a theme or 

pattern is observed. This kind of information is appropriate to indicate the magnitude of 

certain responses; however, it is not appropriate to attach cause to these presentations. 

(Berg, 2008, 365) 

 

This limitation, of course, is not limited to qualitative discourse analysis. The numbers produced 

through quantitative methods face the same challenge in proving a strong causal relationship 

over a mere correlation. There is certainly literature that addresses the challenges of proving 

causation in statistical methods (as I have heard more than once in my graduate career: 

“correlation does not equal causation”); however, the myth of objectivity surrounding 

quantitative methods generally protects it from the harsher criticism within academia. That is 

usually reserved for qualitative methods.  The chapters that follow will provide the results of my 

quantitative and qualitative content analysis and discourse analysis, as framed by the literature 

offered here. 

Conclusion: Where is the geography? 

 Finally, some may ask, where is the geography in this project? How does geography 

relate to a handful of climate plans written by government officials? The geography is implicit in 

this project both through the methodological foundation of qualitative content and discourse 
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analysis, which perceives text as landscape; a landscape that represents the result of social and 

power structures and decisions within space and time. It also exists within the theoretical 

approach with which I view these plans as representations of social interactions and hierarchical 

decision-making systems (which we give meaning to), as products that exist within a specific 

temporal and spatial context (circumstantial), and respond to a dramatically changing world, one 

municipality at a time (scale). This project is an analysis of how our understandings of space and 

time respond to changes in that understanding through threats to our environment and existing 

social structures. 
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Chapter 3. Mixed-Methodology 

 

Introduction 

This project employs a mixed-method approach, utilizing both quantitative and 

qualitative content analysis to catalog the current state of equity considerations within climate 

plans. A mixed-approach allows me more comprehensive answer my broadest research question: 

How are the terms social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations 

presented in climate change adaptation plans? To answer this, I employ both deductive 

quantitative content analysis using coding protocol and procedures from established plan quality 

literature, as well a more detailed inductive qualitative analysis, where I allow the context of the 

plan’s content to determine categories and subjects. 

While historically, quantitative and qualitative methods have been perceived and treated 

dichotomously, researchers have begun to find that “this divide has hindered cooperation, 

collaboration, and constructive engagement of diversity” (Sui and DeLyser, 2012, 111). It seems 

only fitting that for a project produced between two vastly different fields of thought should 

employ a method that features the strengths of both methods, and identifies the ways in which 

quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis can complement and strengthen research projects 

and outcomes. This combination of quantitative content analysis (what the numbers tell us about 

the plans), and qualitative content analysis (what the plans tell us about the numbers) sheds light 

on the grey area between the 0’s and 1’s, and identifies the grossly complex and always messy 

nature of planning for climate change, and planning for equity. 

My mixed methods approach begins with the numbers.  First, quantitative methods are 

used to answer the research question: How are the terms social equity/justice, environmental 

justice, and vulnerable populations presented in climate change adaptation plans? This method 
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involves using statistical models to provide general information about the current state of equity 

considerations in climate plans, and to explore and explain the relationships between the 

presence of equity items in climate plans and other variables like author agencies, demographics, 

and public participation efforts. These relationships will be more deeply analyzed through 

content analysis, as numbers and correlations do not provide a full understanding of the 

definitions used, the role of the participants in the planning process, or the quality of a certain 

equity consideration. Therefore, quantitative analysis serves as a jumping-off point for more 

detailed content analysis.  

Once significant relationships are identified (or, in some cases, not identified), plan 

content can be analyzed to assess the accuracy of the statistical tests, connect to broader equity 

and climate change planning theory, and consider the potential societal structures embedded and 

reinforced within the planning process that may reinforce these relationships, or lack of 

relationships. While qualitative methods often use interviews, samples, or participatory research 

methods to understand individual experiences, content analyses of textual materials are also an 

effective qualitative technique for deconstructing social structures, and analyzing the “processes 

[by which they are] constructed, maintained, legitimized, and resisted” (Winchester and Rofe, 

2010).  Berg defines content analysis as “a careful, detailed, systematic examination and 

interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify patterns, themes, biases, and 

meanings” (Berg, 2007, 338). Content analysis is particularly valuable for a mixed-method 

approach as “qualitative analysis deals with the forms and antecedent-consequent patterns for 

form, while quantitative analysis deals with the duration and frequency of form” (Smith, 1975, 

218). Together, the combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques provides a more 
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comprehensive analysis of these 52 plans, and bridges the gap between two seemingly 

dichotomous research methods.  

3.1 Statement of Positionality 

 Self-reflectivity requires us to consider our position within our research and the subjects 

we may impact as part of “a process of constant, self-conscious scrutiny of the self as researcher 

and of the research process,” (Dowling, 2005, 34). While I am not directly working with 

stakeholders or community groups, I find it important to identify my own role as a woman with 

both academic and professional experience, and a background in environmental processes, which 

shapes my interest in climate change. My experiences in the largely male-dominated academic 

fields of planning and geography have led me to often question the normative understandings of 

what planning “is,” or the inherent irony in attempting to identify or “empower” communities 

through publications and the rigid colonial structures of the academy. These considerations lead 

me to ask questions about the inherent power structures that exist within the planning process, 

and have shaped my critical perspective on planning practices. 

 This thesis developed from a separate project in the planning field on climate adaptation 

planning, land use, and mainstreaming, entitled “Who Plans for Climate Change Adaptation? 

Local Choices for mainstreaming and incorporating land use policies in municipal adaptation 

planning” (Lyles, Berke, and Heiman, forthcoming), and the sampling method, coding protocol 

and procedures were all produced as part of this separate project. My work on this project was 

funded through the Institute for Policy and Social Research. The equity terms were derived using 

the above methods, however, the subsequent statistical modeling and qualitative content analysis 

are my own separate and distinct project.  

3.2 Quantitative Content Analysis 
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 This section describes the process by which I designed and created my sample of US 

municipal plans, and outlines the protocol, procedures and statistical models I used to select, 

code, and analyze the equity content in my plans. The overall research design, protocol, and 

procedures replicated methods used in local hazard plan quality research (Lyles, Berke, and 

Smith, 2014; Berke, Lyles, and Smith, 2014). 

3.2.1 Research Design 

The research design employed in this project extended from a cross-sectional design of a 

separate project on municipal climate plans in the United States that address climate adaptation 

in the context of plan quality assessment and integration (Lyles, Berke, and Heiman, under 

review). This design included an extensive literature review of the current state of climate 

adaptation planning in the United States from which to select my sample, followed by a rigorous 

double-blind coding protocol to ensure thorough and unbiased interpretation of the coding items.  

After utilizing this initial research design, I conducted my own separate coding for the 

three equity terms: social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations, and 

conducted an inductive qualitative content analysis of the context where the terms were used. 

The additional coding work included identifying the extent, frequency, and place in plan (goals, 

fact base, strategy, implementation, appendix, etc.) where these items were included, and the 

presence of public participation strategies and indications of public participation in the plan-

writing process. These additional coding measures were conducted using the same coding 

protocol as the other project, but are otherwise unrelated. 

3.2.2 Sample Size and Plan Selection 

A total of 52 climate plans were selected for this project, out of over 200 identified in 

preliminary sampling. After the preliminary sampling, I narrowed the sample to include only 
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plans that 1) addressed adapting to the impacts of climate change, 2) were municipally-based, 

and 3) were either adopted or in final draft format. Those plans that were not included focused 

solely on climate change mitigation through greenhouse gas reduction, or sustainability plans 

without consideration of adaptive concerns or measures. I collected the sampling pool between 

December 2013 and February 2014 using online databases including ICLEI, EPA, Georgetown 

Climate Center of the Georgetown University Law School, the Center for Climate and Energy 

Solutions, and state-level climate change information groups such as the California Climate 

Change Portal. 

 While all of the plans in the sample address climate adaptation, they do so to different 

degrees; adaptation-only (n=10), hazard mitigation and climate adaptation (n=2), climate action 

plans which focused on greenhouse gas emissions and mitigation and adaptation (n=30), and 

sustainability plans with adaptation considerations (n=10) (Lyles, Berke, Heiman, under review). 

To account for the notably smaller sample of hazard mitigation and adaptation plans, and 

because of the distinctions between these different types of plans (in intent, goals, and 

subsequent strategies), I organized my sample broadly into two categories based on their 

attention to the impacts of climate change: broad-focus (climate action and sustainability plans, 

n=39), and narrow-focus (climate adaptation-only plans, and adaptation and hazard mitigation 

plans, n=13).  

Narrow Focus —Adaptation Only 

Boston, MA Climate Ready Boston: Municipal Vulnerability to Climate Change 

Chula Vista, CA Climate Adaptation Strategies 

Flagstaff, AZ Resiliency and Preparedness Study 

Grand Rapids, MI Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report 

Keene, NH Adapting to Climate Change: Planning a Climate Resilient Future 

New York, NY PlaNYC 2011 update 

Portsmouth, NH Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment and Adaptation Plan 

Punta Gorda, FL City of Punta Gorda Adaptation Plan 

Santa Cruz, CA City of Santa Cruz Climate Adaptation Plan 

Seabrook, NH 
Adaptation Strategies to Protect Areas of Increased Risk from Coastal Flooding Due 

to Climate Change 
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Narrow Focus—Adaptation and Hazard Mitigation 

Lewes, DE The City of Lewes Hazard Mitigation and Climate Adaptation Plan 

Baltimore, MD Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Alameda, CA Local Action Plan for Climate Protection 

Broad Focus—Climate Action 

Homer, AK 
Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change Through 

Government and Community Efforts 

Seattle, WA Seattle, a Climate of Change: Meeting the Kyoto Challenge 

San Ramon, CA San Ramon Climate Action Plan 

Hillsborough, CA Climate Action Plan 

Portland, Multnomah 

County, OR 
City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan 

San Carlos, CA City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan 

Benicia, CA Benicia Climate Action Plan 

Laguna Beach, CA Climate Protection Action Plan 

Baltimore, MD Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Olympia, WA Olympia's Response to the Challenge of Climate Change 

Alexandria, VA Environmental Action Plan 2030 

Berkeley, CA Climate Action Plan 

Cleveland, OH Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance 

Rockville, MD Strategy for a Sustainable Rockville 

Martinez, CA City of Martinez Climate Action Plan 

Kingston, NY City of Kingston Climate Action Plan 

Santa Barbara, CA Final Santa Barbara Climate Action Plan 

Sacramento, CA Climate Action Plan 

Union City, CA Union City Climate Action Plan 

Eugene, OR A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene 

Miami, FL MiPlan: City of Miami Climate Action Plan 

Key West, FL Climate Action Plan 

Chicago, IL Chicago Climate Action Plan: Our City, Our Future 

Baltimore, MD Baltimore Climate Action Plan 

Albany, CA Climate Action Plan 

Santa Rosa, CA Climate Action Plan 

Carbondale, CO Town of Carbondale Energy and Climate Protection Plan 

Santa Monica, CA 15X15 Climate Action Plan 

Urbana, IL Climate Action Plan Phase 1: Initial Strategies 2013-2015 

Redwood City, CA City of Redwood City Climate Action Plan 

Broad Focus—Sustainability Plans 

Fayetteville, NC City of Fayetteville Sustainability Master Plan 

District of Columbia Sustainability DC 

Somerville, MA Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan 

Salt Lake City, UT Sustainable Salt Lake: Plan 2015 

Glendale, CA 
Greener Glendale Plan: The City of Glendale's Sustainability Plan Municipal 

Operations 

Charleston, SC Charleston Green Plan: A Local Roadmap to Sustainability 

Spokane, WA 
Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, Climate Adaptation and 

Energy Security 

Santa Fe, NM Sustainable Santa Fe Plan 

Grand Rapids, MI FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

Cincinnati, OH Green Cincinnati Plan 

Figure 3.1 List of sample plans by type 

3.2.3 Coding Protocol 
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 The coding protocol, or the selection of items used in the coding process, were initially 

selected as part of another research project which project replicated a protocol used in local 

hazard plan quality research  (Lyles, Berke, and Smith, 2014; Berke, Lyles, and Smith, 2014).  

This protocol measured planner involvement in local hazard plans by identifying the different 

stakeholders involved in the writing and construction of plans (including lead agency, planning 

agencies, government agencies, and a variety of non-governmental organizations), the level of 

cross-referencing of other plans (local, state, and federal) within the local hazard plans, and the 

presence of common land-use strategies. All items were coded as present using a score of 1, or 

not present with a 0. 

3.2.3 Plan Quality Coding Procedures 

 After establishing the protocol, plans were coded between August 2014 and January 

2015, and involved two coders (myself and another urban planning masters student), trained in 

plan quality literature assessments and protocol methods, and environmental planning methods, 

independently coding items, and then reconciling our separate coding findings to determine 

overall reliability. Reliability was calculated using both percent-agreement (item range 60.8% to 

100.0% with mean 90.2%) and Krippendorff alpha (item range -0.0031 to 1.00 with mean of 

0.527). 

3.2.4 Equity Protocol and Equity Coding 

In addition to the protocol above, I also selected additional items to track the presence of 

specific equity terms including: social justice and social equity, the environmental justice 

movement, and vulnerable populations. The equity terms used in my research were selected after 

careful review (see Chapter 2 for full discussion of equity terms and research) with the intention 

of capturing as many social equity-based references as possible, to better understand the state 
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and nature of equity considerations within local climate plans. As is common with deductive 

approaches, where the categories are selected before analyzing the content, it was challenging to 

ensure that all equity terms were captured, and the double-blind coding protocol and content 

analysis helped capture additional equity considerations that didn’t fit within the pre-selected 

terms. 

All equity items were further analyzed, after following the established protocol and 

procedures discussed above. The detailed analysis of the coding findings included reviewing 

each plan that mentioned a given equity item to answer the above exploratory research questions. 

The analysis included identifying: 1) the place within the plan where the item is mentioned to 

analyze the “strength” of the equity consideration (an equity term associated with a strategy, for 

example, may have a more detailed definition or specific topic than one broadly mentioned in the 

introduction), 2) number of times mentioned, and 3) length of discussion within the plan 

(sentence, paragraph or full section).  

3.2.5 Exploratory and Descriptive Analysis 

  A large part of this project is identifying and cataloging the current state of equity 

considerations within climate plans, to answer my broad research question: How are the terms 

social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations presented in climate 

change adaptation plans? Within this research question are multiple sub-questions relating to the 

frequency with which these terms are mentioned, and the context in which they are mentioned. 

For these more basic questions, I used simple univariate analyses and then assessed relationships 

between the different variables using bivariate analyses including t-tests and chi-square tests. 

3.2.6 Univariate Analysis 
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A univariate analysis involves simple formulas to calculate percentages, means, medians, 

and standard deviations. This provides a description of each individual variable in my dataset, 

and can provide an initial understanding of significant relationships (for example, a strong 

relationship between the presence of the term vulnerable population, and the type of plan—

broad, or narrow-focused). 

3.2.7 Bivariate Analysis 

A bivariate analysis allows me to explore the relationships between different items—

answering the research questions:  

1. Is there a relationship between the agencies that wrote the plan and the presence of the 

terms social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations? 

2. Is there a relationship between plan type (narrow versus broad) and the presence of the 

terms social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations? 

3. Are there any relationships between demographic conditions (race, median income, 

population, percent bachelor’s degrees, etc.) and the presence of equity terms? 

  The results, (or sometimes lack of results) from these analyses directed my qualitative 

analyses focus on the context of specific plans. 

3.2.8 Independent Variables 

  There are many different independent variables change depending on the research 

question being employed. Independent variables in this research project include the different 

author agencies, type of plan, and city-characteristics like demographics. 

1. Is there a relationship between the agencies who wrote the plan and the presence of the terms 

social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations?  
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o Independent variables: Each specific author agency and group (see Appendix for 

complete list of author agency options) 

2.  Is there a relationship between plan type (narrow versus broad) and the presence of the terms 

social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations? 

o Independent variables: Narrow-focus versus broad focus plan 

3. Are there any relationships between demographic conditions, and the presence of equity 

terms? 

o Independent variables: Demographic statistics including race, median income, 

population, percent bachelor’s degrees, percent poverty, etc. (See a full list of 

demographic variables in the Appendix) 

3.2.9 Dependent Variables 

 The dependent variables considered in the quantitative analysis include the selected 

social equity terms: social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations. 

Each equity term is assessed individually in the bivariate analyses—so, each relationship is 

analyzed between a specific equity term and a specific independent variable. Once identified the 

dependent and independent variables, relationships were determined using t-tests and chi-square 

tests to assess correlation between the presence (yes or no) of the independent variable on the 

dependent variable. The findings below identify strong relationships, or lack of relationships 

identified using chi-square tests at p=.05. 

3.3 Qualitative Content Analysis 

The context-specific content of these plans are also important considerations in the 

analysis of these terms, especially for answering the above descriptive and explanatory research 

questions regarding the planning process, and current theory on equity, the environmental justice 
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movement, and vulnerability. As discussed in Chapter 2, a critical qualitative content analysis 

can take many different forms, however, I have employed a process identified by Bruce Berg 

that begins with an open coding of the content surrounding the given equity terms, followed by 

several steps of refining the categories and topics found within the plan content, and finally, 

organized according to the three relationships identified above in the quantitative analysis. 

3.3.1 Content Analysis Coding Procedure 

 The terms selected for the qualitative content analysis are the same as those for the 

quantitative analysis—social equity/justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations, as 

well as additional terms I identified during the additional equity coding process—public 

participation strategies, and public participation efforts. These terms were clipped with the 

surrounding text of their plans (sentence, paragraph, section, depending on the extent of the 

discussion), and the section header or title was also included to aid in the coding framing process 

(David and Sutton, 2004). While it is impossible to ensure that all relevant information was 

clipped from every plan, when in doubt, I selected larger pieces of text to ensure that the context 

of the equity item remained intact.  

 In addition to coding the plans for the presence and frequency of equity concerns, one 

must be able to assess how these plans are written in a specific context defined by social 

structures and power dynamics. To accomplish this qualitative assessment of plan content, I 

began with an “open coding procedure,” as identified by Berg (2008), where all hypotheses and 

predications about the data are suspended as the initial data is collected according to the above 

protocol (Berg, 2008, 354). During the open coding, I collected all clipped text associated with 

the established equity terms, organized by plan. 
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Once open-coding was completed, I created multiple “coding frames,” to organize and 

refine my data by subject and sub-topic. Often in qualitative analysis, these sub-topics can then 

be counted and coded, providing additional descriptive statistics. However, for the purposes of 

this mixed-method project, I opted not to focus on additional statically models and instead 

critically analyze the content itself. When establishing my “coding frames,” I organized the 

material first by the equity term, then organized that data into categories inductively according to 

the material provided within the plans. 

Methodology Conclusion 

 This section has outlined a methodological style that balances both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to understanding and presenting knowledge. Winchester and Rofe 

(2010) state that “ontology … and epistemology … are linked to the methods we choose to use 

for research,” (Winchester and Rofe, 2010, 4). My own personal ontology and epistemology are 

reflected in my choice to conduct research with a mixed-methods approach. Working within a 

joint program has impacted my perception of both the field of human geography and the field of 

urban planning, allowing me to see both the strengths and weaknesses of their different 

methodological approaches. A mixed method approach allows me to demonstrate my 

experiences working in both fields, and to identify ways that both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to research can complement each other. 
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Chapter 4. Content and Context: Equity, Environmental Justice, and Vulnerability 

 In this chapter, I offer the results of my mixed-method content analyses of the 52 climate 

plans in this dataset. This chapter will answer my broadest research question: How are equity, 

justice, and uneven forms of vulnerability defined in relationship to climate change, and what (or 

who) is missing from these definitions? The results that follow demonstrate my overall argument 

that while equity, justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations are discussed to 

some extent in a variety of ways throughout the dataset, they do not engage with the principles of 

equity and justice in deeply meaningful ways. Instead, I found that: 

1. Many of the references to equity and justice are brief, vague, and rarely associated with a 

specific strategy; 

2. Discussions of environmental justice are more often connected with strategies of outreach 

and stakeholder engagement, but environmental justice was the least frequently discussed 

code in this dataset; and 

3. When discussing vulnerable populations, the authors do not connect issues of 

vulnerability to issues of systemic social inequities, or the cumulative impacts of 

vulnerability to climate change when race, age, income, gender, etc. interact.  

 Overall, these findings indicate that while the climate plans do acknowledge equity and 

justice, the discussion of these concepts is rather shallow. And, in not fully addressing issues of 

equity and justice, these plans do not adequately prepare their communities to be resilient or 

sustainable in the face of climate change. 

 This chapter begins with the baseline findings of all the coded equity terms to give the 

reader a sense of the climate plan and equity landscape. Then I will outline the findings of each 

coded term separately, beginning with equity/justice, then environmental justice, and finally 
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vulnerable populations. Each section will provide information about where within the plan equity 

codes were found (this includes goals, fact base, strategies, appendices, etc.), different topics, 

types of justice are discussed in these plans (from Bullard’s three types of justice discussed in the 

literature review), specific vulnerable populations and threats, and any additional unique findings 

identified in the content analyses. 

4.1 Baseline Findings 

 This short section explores the material obtained through quantitative plan coding 

methods, and subsequent statistical analyses. It begins with an overview of the baseline 

material—including frequency of different equity terms and relationships between type of plan 

and presence of equity terms. The more detailed coding and actual plan content is more valuable 

to answering my research questions, however, the basic numbers provide an understanding of 

overall, how climate plans discuss justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations, and 

jumping off point for discussion in the following chapters. Furthermore, these numbers can be 

used to identify and explore relationships between different phenomena, including plan types, 

plan authors, and specific urban contexts which can provide further discussion of the existing 

role of equity and justice considerations within climate change planning, and potential 

approaches for improvement in future plans. 

 At face value, there appears to be a fair amount of equity being discussed in climate 

plans. Of my dataset of 52 climate adaptation, hazard mitigation and adaptation, climate action, 

and sustainability plans (which contain at least a section on adaptation concerns and strategies), 

79% (41 out of 52) considered at least one of the preselected equity terms. 
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  Figure 4.1 Plans with/out Equity Code 

Of the different types of terms available, references to “vulnerable populations” was by far the 

most often selected equity term, with 65% (34 out of 52) featuring a discussion of vulnerable 

populations. Nearly half of the plans (46% or 24 of 52) included the term “equity” or “justice” 

(with or without the term “social”), and 17% (9 of the total dataset) referenced “environmental 

justice” specifically. 

 

  Figure 4.2 Breakdown of Equity Codes  

 

However, the inclusion of one type of equity term or another was not mutually exclusive, and 

many plans integrated multiple terms within their plans. 
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                 Figure 4.3 Plans and Number of Codes 

At first glance, a plan that includes all three of the coded equity terms may seem to have a 

stronger understanding of equity, however, in the sections that follow, I will explore the ways in 

which equity and justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations are identified, 

defined, and contextualized to enhance these simple graphs. As the qualitative analysis will 

indicate, there is no set definition of “equity,” “justice,” “environmental justice” or vulnerable 

populations,” and in fact some of these terms are used interchangeably. Through a content 

analysis where I both explore the framework of the plan through the sections in which the codes 

are discussed, and an analysis of the types of justice considered in the sample, along with an 

inductive analysis of the categories and topics within which the codes are contextualized, we can 

assess the current state of equity and justice planning in US municipal climate plans, and provide 

some insight for future plans. 

4.2 Equity and Justice 

 24 of the 52 (46%) plans in this dataset included at least one reference to either “social 

justice” or “social equity.” This chapter will provide baseline information about: 

 Place within the plan: Fact Base, Strategies, Implementation, Authors, Appendix 

 Topics: Triple Bottom Line, Outreach, and Public Health 

One Term-44%

Three Terms-15%
None-21%

Two Terms-19% 



 

47 
 

 Type (if any) of Bullard’s three forms of equity: Social, Procedural, Geographic 

 

 In addition to these codes, I noted any overlap among equity/justice codes and either of 

the other two codes (“environmental justice” and “vulnerable populations”), as these terms do 

not exist separately from each other, and used together, can help provide a better understanding 

of how policymakers perceive and respond to justice issues in the face of climate change. Each 

of these categories is important, especially as we keep in mind that we are considering text as a 

landscape of social hierarchy and decision-making processes, as discussed in the literature 

review (Craine and Gardner, 2014, 276). By breaking down the context of these plans into 

topics and subtopics, we can understand the ways in which the plan authors frame and make 

decisions regarding environmental justice issues and groups. Many of the relationships found in 

these findings chapters inform chapter 8, where I highlight key relationships, and discuss the 

implications of my research for future work and future climate planners. 

 The dataset indicates that although almost 50% of the plans include a discussion of 

equity, not all 24 references are high-quality, in the sense that they demonstrate a strong 

understanding of the term by the authors, or that it is connected to a well-defined strategy with 

equity or justice aims. Most often we see equity or justice connected to the “triple-bottom line” 

of sustainability, which highlights the relationship between the environmental, economic, and 

social world, especially within the set of seven sustainability plans, or acknowledged as an 

important guiding factor for future outreach efforts. Neither equity nor justice are rarely 

integrated into more than one topical section as a prominent theme (in only seven of the 24, or 

29% plans was justice or equity even mentioned in the context of an actionable strategy) and 

only in one plan, Sustainable DC, is equity integrated throughout the text. Sustainable DC is the 

only plan from my dataset that exemplifies what Schrock and colleagues (2015) refer to as 
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“prominent equity theme” where “the [equity] issue received at least some prominence as a co-

benefit of the plan and/or specific objectives and action items with an equity orientation. Social 

justice is the most commonly-used type of justice” (Schrock et al. 2015, 286). Together, my 

findings from these content analyses support Schrock’s work that the authors of climate plans 

generally do not feature equity to be an important discussion point. 

4.2.1 Basics: Type of Plan and Frequency 

 As Table 5.1 indicates, equity considerations occurred in both broad and narrow plans. 

However, there appears to be more broad-focus plans that consider equity or justice than their 

more narrowly focused counterparts. Even when accounting for the different amount of narrow-

focus plans (n=12) and broad-focus plans (n=39), equity appears in only 25% of narrow-focus 

plans, and 53% of broad-focus plans. To support this observation, chi-square testing revealed a 

statistically significant relationship between broad-focus plans and the presence of equity and 

justice terms, and narrow-focus plans and a stronger consideration of vulnerable populations. As 

I discuss in Chapter 5, this relationship between plan type and coded equity term relate to 

existing climate planning literature; narrow-focus plans have a correlated relationship to the code 

“vulnerable populations,” while broad-focus plans have a relationship to the code 

“equity/justice.” This relationship could have larger implications for future climate planners, 

who could improve their discussions of justice and vulnerability through the plans that they use 

and the dominant narratives the plans promote. 

Table 4.1 Plans, Social Equity/Justice Considerations, Plan Type, and Frequency 
Plan Type of Plan Frequency 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) 

Narrow—Hazard 

Mitigation/Adaptation 

1 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) 

Narrow—Climate 

Adaptation 

4 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update (2011) 

Narrow—Climate 

Adaptation 

1 

Alameda, CA 

Local Action Plan for Climate Protection (2008) 

Broad—Climate Action 1 
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Albany, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Broad—Climate Action  

4 

Alexandria, VA 

Environmental Action Plan 2030 (2009) 

Broad—Climate Action 2 

Berkley, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Cleveland, OH 

Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance (2013) 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Eugene, OR 

A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

Broad—Climate Action 5 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change 

Through Government and Community Efforts (2007) 

Broad—Climate Action 2 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Broad—Climate Action  

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global 

Warming 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Portland, Multnomah County, OR 

City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Broad—Climate Action 8 

Sacramento, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Broad—Climate Action 2 

San Carlos, CA 

City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Broad—Climate Action 2 

Santa Rosa, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Urbana, IL 

Climate Action Plan Phase 1: Initial Strategies 2013-2015 (2012) 

Broad—Climate Action 2 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC (2013) 

Broad—Sustainability 22 

Glendale, CA 

Greener Glendale Plan(2011) 

Broad—Sustainability 1 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan  (2013) 

Broad—Sustainability  6 

Salt Lake City, UT 

Sustainable Salt Lake: Plan 2015 (2005) 

Broad--Sustainability 1 

Santa Fe, NM 

Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) 

Broad—Sustainability  5 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan (2007) 

Broad—Sustainability  2 

Spokane, WA 

Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, Climate 

Adaptation and Energy Security (2009) 

Broad—Sustainability  1 

  

An analysis of frequency indicates that there are no strong patterns between type of plan and the 

amount of equity or justice discussed within it. We do see a few outliers—Washington, D.C.’s 

Sustainable DC (2013) had the highest frequency of equity or justice references, partly because 

the planners integrated “Equity and Diversity” strategies into each section of the plan. The City 

of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009) makes 8 references to justice or 
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equity, and Grand Rapid’s FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan (2013) made 6. These references 

are broken down into categories and analyzed for quality the following sections. 

4.2.2 Place in Plan: Fact Base, Strategies, and Appendices 

 Shrock and colleagues (2015) frame their coding process for equity around equity 

“Problems, Goals, and Actions,” and determined that a plan included equity as a “prominent 

theme” if it discussed equity within the context of an action, or strategy (Schrock et al., 2015, 

287). Following this thought process, we can begin to consider how those plans that include 

equity or justice within a strategy may have a stronger interest or understanding of 

equity/justice’s role within climate planning. As Table 5.2 indicates, seven of the 24 plans that 

discuss equity or justice do so in the context of a strategy. Four of these integrate equity or 

justice as both part of their fact base (roughly connected to what Shrock and colleagues refer to 

as “Problems”) and actions, suggesting that equity plays a more prominent role in these plans.  

Table 4.2 Place of Social Equity/Justice Considerations within Plans and Frequency 
Plan Place in Plan Frequency 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) 

Strategies 1 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013 

Fact Base 3 

Strategies 1 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update (2013) 

Fact Base 1 

Alameda, CA 

Local Action Plan for Climate Protection (2008) 

Strategies 1 

Albany, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Appendix 4 

Alexandria, VA 

Environmental Action Plan 2030 (2009) 

Goals 1 

Strategies 1 

Berkley, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Fact Base 1 

Implementation 1 

Cleveland, OH 

Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance (2013) 

Fact Base 1 

Eugene, OR 

A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

 

Fact Base 

5 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change Through 

Government and Community Efforts (2007) 

Fact Base 2 
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Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Fact Base 1 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global Warming 

Fact Base 1 

Portland, OR 

City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Fact Base 8 

Sacramento, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Strategies 1 

Appendix 1 

San Carlos, CA 

City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Fact Base 1 

Strategies 1 

Santa Rosa, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Fact Base 1 

Urbana, IL 

Climate Action Plan Phase 1: Initial Strategies 2013-2015 (2012) 

Fact Base  

2 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC (2013) 

Table of 

Contents 

1 

Fact Base 12 

Goals/ 

Strategies 

8 

Appendix 1 

Glendale, CA 

Greener Glendale Plan: The City of Glendale's Sustainability Plan Municipal 

Operations (2011) 

Fact Base 1 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan  (2013) 

Appendix 1 

Salt Lake City, UT 

Sustainable Salt Lake: Plan 2015 (2005) 

Fact Base 1 

Santa Fe, NM 

Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) 

Fact Base 5 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan (2007) 

Fact Base 1 

Goals 1 

Spokane, WA 

Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, Climate 

Adaptation and Energy Security 

 (2009) 

Appendix 1 

 

 When we include frequency in the analysis, we get a better sense of how often equity is 

actually discussed—equity is most frequently discussed within a fact based section, like an 

introduction, or discussion of climate impacts or problems, rather than a strategy which provides 

“Specific action items likely to yield meaningful equity co-benefits and/or further equity goals” 

(Shrock et al., 2015, 287). The plans are further coded into topic, providing and even more 

detailed analysis of what the authors define as equity problems and equity strategies. 
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4.2.3 Topics: Triple Bottom Line, Outreach, and Public Health 

 When categorizing the categorical references used to contextualize equity, I used a 

deductive measure, thereby allowing the plans to show me what categories they should fall into, 

rather than applying a set of prescribed categories to the dataset. This allowed for the discovery 

of some interesting categorical entries keywords—social capital, crime, religion and ethics were 

among the more interesting ways in which the plan authors included discussions of equity, while 

the triple-bottom line, outreach, and adaptation were the broader categories found in the dataset. 

Sometimes, these categories were easy to identify by the section of the plan “Public Health,” for 

example, others were less clear, using terms associated with the triple bottom line with little 

context.  

Table 4.3 Social Equity/Justice Considerations by Topic 
Plan Categories 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) 

Public Health 

Resilience 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) 

Outreach 

Crime 

Public Health 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update (2011) 

Solid Waste 

Outreach 

Alameda, CA 

Local Action Plan for Climate Protection (2008) 

Outreach 

Albany, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Triple-bottom line 

Alexandria, VA 

Environmental Action Plan 2030 (2009) 

Food 

Public Health 

Berkley, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Adaptation 

Funding 

Cleveland, OH 

Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance (2013) 

Triple-bottom line 

“The Business Case” 

Eugene, OR 

A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

Triple-bottom line 

Funding 

Transportation 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate 

Change Through Government and Community Efforts (2007) 

Ethics/Religion 

Intergenerational 

Global and local 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (2012) 

 

Triple-bottom line 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global 

Warming 

Smart growth and community 

development 



 

53 
 

Portland, OR 

City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan 

(2009) 

Transportation 

Triple-bottom line 

Economics 

Outreach 

Energy 

Adaptation 

Sacramento, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Adaptation 

Public Health 

San Carlos, CA 

City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Public Health 

Transportation 

Santa Rosa, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Public Health 

Urbana, IL 

Climate Action Plan Phase 1: Initial Strategies 2013-2015 (2012) 

Triple-bottom line 

Security 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC (2013) 

Opportunity 

Outreach 

Education 

Health 

Built Environment 

Energy 

Employment  

Nature 

Transportation 

 Waste 

Water 

Glendale, CA 

Greener Glendale Plan: The City of Glendale's Sustainability Plan 

Municipal Operations (2011) 

Triple-bottom line 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan  (2013) 

Triple-bottom line 

Social capital 

Salt Lake City, UT 

Sustainable Salt Lake: Plan 2015 (2005) 

Sustainability 

Santa Fe, NM 

Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) 

Triple-bottom line 

Energy 

Food 

Education and Outreach 

Diversity 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan (2007) 

Intergenerational 

Triple-bottom line 

Spokane, WA 

Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, 

Climate Adaptation and Energy Security (2009) 

Triple-bottom line 

 

Specific references to equity are most often associated with the triple-bottom line, even at 

times becoming blurred. Spokane’s Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, 

Climate Adaptation and Energy Security (2009) defines the term as “Equity: The equal 

application of social, environmental, and economic operations, services, policies, and programs” 

(Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, Climate Adaptation and Energy 
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Security, 2009, 21). This definition is very similar to the standard definition triple-bottom line: 

economic, social equity, and environmental quality are equally balanced and important in a 

sustainable society. Overall, ten plans discuss equity and justice within the context of the triple-

bottom line and sustainable development. All references to the “triple bottom line” occur in the 

broad-focus categories of climate action plans and sustainability plans, many of which share 

similar language: 

 “The City will continue to provide these services while doing our part to promote 

economic prosperity, ensure social equity, and protect the integrity of the natural 

environment for all citizens” (Grand Rapids FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan, 

2013, 6). 

 

 “Sustainability… can be defined as the intersection between three principals; 

environmental stewardship, economic health; and social justice” (Sustainable 

Santa Fe Plan, 2008, 9). 

 

 “This draft City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (CAP) includes 

recommendations for comprehensive policies and programs that will reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, enhance operational and energy efficiencies, reduce 

energy costs, support local job growth, and adapt to a changing climate while 

improving quality of life, saving taxpayer dollars, and promoting social justice” 

(City of Kingston Climate Action Plan, 2012, 6). 

 

 

 As discussed, sustainability narratives like the triple-bottom line can be co-opted to 

reflect different priorities and goals. The references to the triple-bottom line in these plans do 

have some connections to business interests—for example, Eugene’s plan discusses equity in the 

same breath as Business Initiatives, with nothing more than a nod to the “triple bottom line of 

environmental stewardship, economic success and social equity” (A Community Climate and 

Energy Action Plan for Eugene, 2010, 5). Give of these justice or equity references in the context 

of the triple bottom line are the sole references to equity in the entire plan, suggesting that those 

plans that include equity in the triple bottom line are doing mere lip service, rather than deeply 

integrating equity or justice principles into their climate change plans. 



 

55 
 

 Outreach is also a common theme discussed in 

connection with equity and justice considerations. Some plans 

discuss partnerships with groups like the American Red 

Cross, community groups, stakeholders and advocates, 

nonprofits organizations focused on food and public heath, 

housing associations, and businesses. Additionally, most of 

the plans include a discussion of outreach strategies—which 

run from submitting the finished plan for public comment 

(falling near the bottom of Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation, 

under Tokenism), to constructing and establishing strategies 

and projects with actual stakeholders, which high on 

Arnstein’s scale, under Citizen Power (Figure 4.1) (Arnstein, 1969, 217). For example, 

Sustainable DC discusses public participation at length, integrating the working group meetings 

held during the planning process into guiding principles of the plan overall, noting: 

“Conversations on education, jobs, health, and equity helped further refine visions and goals, 

identify underlying barriers to sustainable outcomes, and define better ways of connecting with 

hard to reach communities” (Sustainable DC, 2013, 8). We will return to a larger discussion of 

outreach to stakeholders in my analysis of environmental justice, and again as we compare the 

partnerships identified in these plans with those groups present on the author agency in Chapter 

5. 

 Public health is another framework within which equity and justice are referenced, 

especially in relation to respiratory health, access to nutritional food. The sample’s tendency to 

connect public health with justice concerns is not limited to this specific code. In fact, public 

Figure 4.1 Arnstein’s Ladder of 
Participation, 1969. 
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health is a common theme with the environmental justice code and vulnerable populations. 

Along with public health, safety is an interesting discussion of equity, climate change, and crime 

included in Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013). The plan points out that existing 

social inequities may provide the groundwork for criminal activity, and climate change may be 

the catalyst for increased crime; the plan states 

In some communities, low-income populations occupy housing that is within flooding 

areas, industrial zones, and older, blighted neighborhoods. These situations can 

exacerbate feelings of unfair practices by decision-makers. While climate change is not 

responsible for these situations, its impacts can compound an already unstable situation 

and expose the insufficient resiliency that exists in these areas. (Grand Rapids Climate 

Resiliency Report, 2013, 100) 

 

A discussion like this provides a much deeper definition and understanding of social justice as 

part of a system of inequitable decision-making processes, than the above examples of the triple-

bottom line. It should still be noted, however, that Grand Rapid’s statement on crime and blight 

is not associated with a strategy to attempt and correct this inequity, nor does this address the 

deeper systemic issues that created this inequitable situation in the first place. Again, we must 

remember that these issues do not exist in a vacuum of one single discriminatory action; Pulido 

points out that many environmentally unjust actions that impact public health like pollution 

concentrations are, “inevitably the product of relationships between distinct places, including 

industrial zones, affluent suburbs, working-class suburbs, and downtown areas, all of which are 

racialized” (Pulido, 2000, 13). 

4.2.4 Type of Justice: Geographic, Procedural, and Social 

 Table 5.4 below shows the breakdown of different types of equity according to Bullard’s 

three types: social, procedural, and geographic. Social justice is by far the most frequently used 

type of justice; 18 out of the 24 plans (or 75%) that discuss equity and justice do so in the context 

of social justice specifically. The more frequent reference to social justice over procedural or 
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geographic mirrors the findings of Schrock and colleagues (2015), where social justice was the 

most commonly referenced, as well. 

Table 4.4 Type of Social Equity/Justice Considerations 
Plan Type of Equity 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) 

Unclear 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) 

Social 

Procedural 

Geographic 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update (2011) 

Geographic 

Alameda, CA 

Local Action Plan for Climate Protection (2008) 

Social 

Procedural 

Albany, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Social 

Alexandria, VA 

Environmental Action Plan 2030 (2009) 

Social 

Berkley, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Social 

Cleveland, OH 

Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance (2013) 

Unclear  

Eugene, OR 

A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

Social 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change 

Through Government and Community Efforts (2007) 

Social 

Geographic 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Social 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global Warming 

Social 

Geographic 

Portland, OR 

City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Social 

Procedural 

Sacramento, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Social 

San Carlos, CA 

City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Social 

Santa Rosa, CA 

Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Social 

Urbana, IL 

Climate Action Plan Phase 1: Initial Strategies 2013-2015 (2012) 

Unclear 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC (2013) 

Social 

Geographic 

Glendale, CA 

Greener Glendale Plan  (2011) 

Social 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan  (2013) 

Social 

Salt Lake City, UT 

Sustainable Salt Lake: Plan 2015 (2005) 

Unclear 

Santa Fe, NM 

Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) 

Social 

Geographic 
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Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan (2007) 

Social 

Spokane, WA 

Sustainability Action Plan: Addressing Climate Mitigations, Climate 

Adaptation and Energy Security 

 (2009) 

Unclear 

 

 Social justice is defined by Bullard as “the role of sociological factors such as race, 

ethnicity, class, culture, lifestyles, and political power, in environmental decisionmaking,” social 

equity demonstrates how existing social structures are perpetuated within environmental 

decision-making processes (Bullard, 1994, 14). Most of these references relate back to 

connection between equity and justice and the triple bottom line, because we again see lackluster 

definitions with little strategic follow-up. Many of the references include the term “social 

justice,” without identifying what social justice is, or how social justice or injustice currently 

exists. This is problematic, because without an analysis of the spatial and social justice issues 

within a given community, one cannot hope to provide fair, equitable strategies to protect their 

population from climate change. Some plans do provide stronger discussions of the term, 

however, including: 

 Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) discusses social justice in relation to 

issues of crime. 

 Homer AK’s Climate Action Plan (2007) highlights distributive justice at a global-level, 

noting that: 

In obtaining their current standards of living, people from the United States and other 

developed countries have benefited from their disproportionate consumption of fossil 

fuels but in so doing have imposed the burdens and costs of adverse impacts on people 

in poorer developing nations. (Homer’s Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of 

Global Climate Change Through Government and Community Efforts, 2007, 21) 
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 Sustainable DC notes the historic social injustices in neighborhood planning: 

“historically, neighborhood amenities and environmental and health benefits have 

favored affluent rather than impoverished communities” (Sustainable DC, 2013, 34). 

 City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) frames social justice in the context of 

health risks and cost efficiency, arguing that “Social equity issues related to the unequal 

distribution of resources and increased costs to address community wide health risks will 

need to be addressed proactively to reduce the potential for financial strain on the City” 

(City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan, 2009, 24) 

These examples demonstrate some of the ways that social justice is used both to maintain the 

status quo through lackluster lip service, and as a framework for actionable change through an 

acknowledgement of the history and prevalence of social inequities within our day-to-day. And 

as we see with San Carlo’s Climate Action Plan some climate plans are actually considering the 

economic benefit of serving the least advantaged before climate change impacts occur.  

4.2.5 Equity Conclusion 

 Overall, this analysis suggests that, while equity is often given little more than lip service 

in municipal climate planning. On one hand, this is unsurprising—these plans are not written by 

equity planners, but instead mostly by government workers from public works, environmental 

agencies, representatives of city commissions, or members of the community like business 

associations or environmental nonprofits (for a full list, see appendix). Furthermore, the 

framework passed down from higher institutions and advisory agencies, like the IPCC, promote 

understandings of climate change that are scientifically rigorous, and less interested in the social 

implications of the science. For the authors of these plans, it can be challenging to integrate 

social justice into each strategy, when international policymakers are stressing science, and the 
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most frequent narrative regarding equity starts and ends with the triple-bottom line. And yet 

these plans are intended to represent and protect their community from the impacts of climate 

change. Despite a public participation process, and despite saying the words equity or social 

justice in an appendix, or throwing the term into a Mayoral Message or introduction, equity and 

justice considerations are given very little opportunity to impact existing social inequities. 

Furthermore, such a small proportion of plans that discuss procedural justice indicates that many 

of these plans do not consider the ways in which an inequitable or inaccessible decision-making 

process may be leaving out individuals or groups in local climate change discussions. 

 For future planners interested in how to integrate equity and justice into the planning 

process, Sustainable DC is a great starting point—it not only addresses all of Bullard’s types of 

justice once, indicating a more comprehensive understanding the types of equity issues that a 

community can face, but also integrates equity and diversity considerations into each chapter, 

connecting equity and justice to the impacts of climate change like rising sea levels, and 

demonstrating how certain populations may be more capable of achieving greenhouse gas 

reductions. This lack of strong discussion and integration of equity and justice in the dataset does 

not mean that disproportionate impacts of climate change are not discussed within my sample of 

plans. In the following sections on environmental justice and vulnerable populations, we will 

explore both how these plans engage members of environmental justice movements, and who the 

authors identify as particularly vulnerable to climate change. 

4.3 Environmental Justice 

 This chapter begins with a basic overview of the nine plans that reference environmental 

justice. From there, I introduce the results of my qualitative content analysis, identifying the 
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main categories and subcategories within which environmental justice references fell. Categories 

include: 

 Place within the plan: Fact Base, Strategies, Implementation, Authors, Appendix 

 Topic: Public health, Partnerships, and Adaptation 

 Type (if any) of Bullard’s three forms of equity: Social, Procedural, Geographic  

 This section reveals that environmental justice is often connected to a discussion of 

partnerships and groups, and programs, supporting the existing literature on environmental 

justice as a movement with a grassroots background in the civil rights movement. This could also 

mean that while environmental justice was a less-frequently used term, it may be a good point of 

entry for fostering partnerships and relationships between city agencies and environmental 

justice groups, which could help broaden understandings of social justice and vulnerable 

populations through an established network of players. 

4.3.1 Basics: Type of Plan and Frequency 

 The table below lists the nine plans that discuss environmental justice, the type of plan 

according to the broad or narrow-focus discussed in the literature review, and the frequency that 

EJ was mentioned in each of these plans. Frequency can be a good indicator of how often, or 

how much the coded term is being discussed. A high frequency of references to environmental 

justice does not necessarily imply that a plan has a strong understanding of environmental justice 

issues, however, increased frequency does provide more opportunities for critical analysis of the 

content, and, as the qualitative analysis below demonstrates, the plans within my sample that 

discuss environmental justice more times generally demonstrate a stronger understanding of the 

movement, and of the existing stakeholders and practices.  
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Table 4.5 Climate Plans that Reference Environmental Justice 
Plan Type of Plan Frequency 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Narrow—Hazard 

Mitigation/Adaptation 

3 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report 

Narrow—Climate 

Adaptation 

2 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update 

Narrow—Climate 

Adaptation 

1 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global 

Climate Change Through Government and Community 

Efforts 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan 

Broad—Climate Action 1 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting 

Global Warming 

Broad—Climate Action 6 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC 

Broad—Sustainability 2 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

Broad—Sustainability  1 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan 

Broad—Sustainability 1 

 

 The type of plan matches the pattern of the overall dataset, with about a third narrowly 

focused plans, and two-thirds broad-focus. This suggests that unlike the codes for equity/justice 

and vulnerable populations, environmental justice does not necessarily have a relationship to a 

particular type of plan, broad or narrow-focused. Instead, perhaps because of environmental 

justice’s connection to movements like the civil rights movement, it is used to reference a group 

of stakeholders and is less commonly used to inform understandings of resilience and adaptation, 

or to frame a philosophy like the triple bottom line, as we see so often in sustainability plans. 

Geographically, this table mimics the overall dataset as well, with the majority of the cities are 

located on either the east or west coast, and a few Midwestern communities. Environmental 

justice was never the sole equity code used by these plan’s authors, and eight of the nine plans 

that discussed EJ also discussed both social justice/equity and vulnerable populations, as well. 

4.3.2 Place in Plan: Fact Base, Strategies, and Appendices 
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 Climate plans can take many different forms; some plans organize their content by topic, 

others by strategies and implementation processes. The majority of climate plans in this sample 

utilize a hybrid of topical chapters integrated with introductory, fact-based text that addresses the 

baseline issues of a given topic usually supported with scientific evidence, followed by a series 

of strategies associated with that specific topic, and a section on how to implement the listed 

strategies. Some plans go into great detail on implementation options as they outline their 

strategies, including funding options, development phases, and/or public input, indicating a 

strong sense of the benefits and limitations of actualizing their proposed actions. While the 

variety of plan formats is not the focus of this work, an understanding of the different roles an 

environmental justice reference in a fact-base section may play, as opposed one associated with a 

strategy that can be implemented. Table 6.2 identifies where environmental justice was referred 

to within each plan and the frequency within each section.  

Table 4.6 Climate Plans and Place in Plan of Environmental Justice Reference 
Plan Place in Plan Frequency 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Fact Base 2 

Appendix: bibliography 1 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report 

Author list 1 

Appendix: bibliography 1 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update 

Strategies 1 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global 

Climate Change Through Government and Community 

Efforts 

Fact Base 1 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan 

Strategies 1 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC 

Fact Base 2 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

Appendix: glossary  1 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting 

Global Warming 

Fact Base  2 

Implementation 4 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan 

Fact Base 1 
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 Content analysis reveals that there are few patterns between the place in the plan where 

an environmental justice reference is made, and the “strength” or depth of an environmental 

justice consideration. Generally, those plans that included a reference to environmental justice 

only in an appendices did not do much more than provide a basic definition of the term; for 

example Grand Rapid, MI’s FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan (2011) includes environmental 

justice in its glossary, and other plans reference environmental justice in bibliographic entries. 

The Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) includes an interview with the Director of 

Climate Justice for the NAACP (who was also present on the author agency), however, the plan 

does not include references to environmental justice within the plan itself (although it does 

discuss both vulnerable populations and social equity, and there could be overlap between these 

terms). Baltimore, MD’s Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) includes a 

bibliographic entry to the EPA’s definition of environmental justice as “fair treatment and 

meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, with 

respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, 

regulations, and policies” (EPA, 2013). The use of the EPA’s definition of environmental justice 

informs the authors’ definition, which the authors connect to vulnerability assessments and 

vulnerable populations noting that “When vulnerability is greater for particular social groups or 

individuals, it becomes a matter of environmental justice” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning 

Project, 2013, 62). However, this definition of environmental justice does not inform the reader 

about how Baltimore intends to address vulnerability among particular groups to correct for 

issues of environmental justice. Here, again, we see an overlap in the different equity concepts, 

but without a strong indication of how the authors plan to solve issues of vulnerability or 

environmental justice in response to climate change impacts. 
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 Analyzing these plans according to section alone provides little evidence of patterns or 

relationships. Some plans provide strategies that are connected to important themes or indicate 

strong understandings of the threats and impacts of climate change on environmental justice 

issues, while other strategies do little more than lip service to the term. For example, Los 

Angeles and New York both offer environmental justice strategies that target specific 

populations and issues, while Kingston, NY’s environmental justice strategy simply recommends 

to “Identify and address climate/environmental justice areas in the City” (14). Alternatively, 

some plans, like Baltimore’s Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) plan does not 

offer specific environmental justice strategies, and yet it provides a definition of environmental 

justice according to the EPA, and connects it to vulnerability assessments, indicating a strong 

interest in the ways in which environmental justice issues will be exacerbated by climate change. 

While there are no strong patterns in this dataset, understanding where equity considerations fall 

within a plan’s structure could be valuable, perhaps with a larger sample size. As I discuss in the 

next section, one of the best options for integrating environmental justice into future climate 

plans could be through author agencies and participation and outreach strategies. 

4.3.4 Topics: Adaptation, Public Health, and Outreach 

 When organizing environmental justice references in these plans by topic, three main 

themes became clear: adaptation, public health, and outreach were the main contexts for 

references to environmental justice. Table 6.3 outlines the different topics (and subtopics) within 

which environmental justice was discussed. Again, with such a small sample size, we cannot 

extrapolate these results to all climate plans, however, we can glean some insights about how the 

plan authors contextualize environmental justice. 
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Table 4.7 Climate Plans and Categories of Environmental Justice References 
Plan Categories 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Adaptationvulnerability and risk assessment 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report 

AdaptationResiliency 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update 

Public healthsolid wastelandfills, Partnerships 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of 

Global Climate Change Through Government 

and Community Efforts 

Partnerships, Ethics 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan 

Adaptation 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

Adaptation 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC 

Public healthsolid wastelandfills 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in 

Fighting Global Warming 

Partnerships, Public healthindustrial toxins, Outreach, 

Watershed management, “Green Economy” 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental 

Strategic Plan 

Triple-bottom line, Adaptation 

  

Given environmental justice’s history as associated with public health and the siting of 

noxious facilities in non-white areas is unsurprising that environmental justice is discussed in the 

context of landfills, solid waste, and exposure to industrial toxins. Sustainable DC notes that 

“Exporting waste from one community to another raises serious questions of environmental 

justice,” indicating a definition of geographic equity (which will be discussed later in this 

chapter) (Sustainable DC, 2013, 89). Green LA (2007) discusses exposure to industrial toxins 

through stormwater flooding in Sun Valley, noting “high incidence of cancer, respiratory 

illnesses and asthma, and exposure to toxics-emitting facilities” in and around Sun Valley, CA. 

Additionally, New York, NY addresses its history of environmental injustices placed on minority 

communities through the existing waste steam, noting that 

Over the past 30 years, a small number of communities in the city have borne the brunt 

of impacts from our waste management system. Those most affected live in 

neighborhoods in close proximity to high concentrations of transfer stations where 
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thousands of tons of waste are transferred from collection trucks to long-haul trucks or 

railcars. (PlaNYC 2011 update, 2011, 142) 

 

Additionally, both Green LA and PlaNYC 2011 update highlight the role that public outreach and 

collaboration with local environmental justice stakeholders has played in previous planning 

efforts. Green LA (2007) points out that after collaborating with stakeholders, policymakers 

altered their original plan: “To address the chronic flooding, Los Angeles County and City of 

Los Angeles flood control officials planned to install a nine-mile-long storm drain to transport 

stormwater. However, through collaboration with the public and other stakeholders, management 

of the area as an urban forest watershed became the preferred solution” (Green LA, 2007, 26). 

Likewise, PlaNYC 2011 update (2011) outlines their public participation efforts to construct the 

Storm Water Management Plan (SWMP) including “City Council, environmental advocates, 

environmental justice organizations, and affected communities” (p. 142). These case studies 

demonstrate how environmental justice issues are framed within issues of toxic and solid waste 

issues, and how cities engage impacted communities through the planning process. 

 Los Angeles and New York are not the only plans within this dataset that connect 

environmental justice with partnerships and outreach. Four of the nine plans that discuss 

environmental justice refer to either specific environmental justice groups, representatives of the 

environmental justice movement, or to members of the environmental justice movement broadly. 

Homer, AK’s Climate Action Plan (2007) references the National Council of Churches, The 

National Religious Partnership for the Environment, and the Evangelical Climate Initiative’s 

“Eco-Justice Program,” as a means of educating the public on climate change. Grand Rapids 

Climate Resiliency Report (2013) includes the Director of Climate Justice for the NAACP on its 

author list, suggesting an integration of environmental justice issues throughout the plan 

(although, there is no discussion of environmental justice specifically within the plan itself). Los 



 

68 
 

Angeles, CA discusses environmental justice advocates as one of several important partners 

interested in responding to climate change several times throughout the plan, arguing that “Never 

before have so many major environmental organizations, community groups, environmental 

justice organizations, academics, and private businesses worked together to advance a 

progressive green agenda for Los Angeles” (Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in 

Fighting Global Warming, 2007, 11). This acknowledgment of important partnerships with 

environmental justice organizations occurs several times throughout the plan, and is repeated in 

the fact base, enforced through a strategy to conduct public outreach on emissions reductions 

education through these different organizations, and repeated again in the implementation 

section. 

 The final topic connected to environmental justice references in these nine plans is 

adaptation. With the broader category of adaptation, plans discuss environmental justice as an 

important consideration in framing understandings and definitions of vulnerability, and 

distribution of environmental harms in the face of climate change. Baltimore’s Disaster 

Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) discusses environmental justice in relationship to 

vulnerability assessments, noting that “geographic areas or social dynamics may contribute to the 

circumstances that can make one population more sensitive to hazards than others. When 

vulnerability is greater for particular social groups or individuals, it becomes a matter of 

environmental justice” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 62). As we will see 

in the next chapter on vulnerable populations, this plan conducts vulnerability and risk 

assessments with special attention to how impacts will disproportionately impact certain groups, 

suggesting a connection between vulnerability assessments of specific populations and the 

distribution of environmental injustices that is not found in many other plans. Baltimore’s plan is 
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in contrast to the other plans that frame environmental justice as part of adaptation; Kingston’s 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan (2012), and Grand Rapids’ FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability 

Plan (2011) reference environmental justice within a section header focused on “Adaptation,” 

however, in both cases, their definitions do not explain the connection between environmental 

justice and adaptation measures. Kingston’s discussion of environmental justice provides 

especially little context for environmental justice, merely stating a strategy to “Identify and 

address climate/environmental justice areas in the City” (City of Kingston Climate Action Plan, 

2012, 14). This strategy leads to more questions than answers—how do the authors define 

environmental justice? Who are environmental justice communities? How will they determine 

who to identify and which issues to address? The lack of definition or understanding of the scope 

of environmental justice issues in this strategy demonstrates one of the major issues with the 

ways that environmental justice is discussed; even those plans that attempt to connect 

environmental justice to adaptation measures do not always demonstrate a strong understanding 

of history and implications of the movement, and even fewer actually strategize to correct the 

issues the environmental justice movement was intended to highlight. 

4.3.5 Type of Justice: Geographic, Procedural, and Social 

 An analysis of the types of justice used and discussed in the sample of climate plans can 

shed light on the current state of justice considerations within climate planning. In the previous 

section, I found that many of the definitions of justice and equity related to “social justice” but 

did not necessarily provide a strong understanding of what social equity or social justice means, 

and how to construct strategies to correct for it. With environmental justice considerations, we 

see a scant, but nonetheless interesting connection between geographic justice and environmental 
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justice, and some understanding of procedural justice, i.e., the ways in which the existing 

policymaking processes disenfranchise some populations. 

Table 4.8 Climate Plans and Environmental Justice according to Bullard’s Types of Equity 
Plan Type of Equity 

Baltimore, MD 

Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project 

Procedural 

Geographic 

Social 

Grand Rapids, MI 

Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report 

n/a 

New York, NY 

PlaNYC 2011 update 

Geographic 

Homer, AK 

Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change 

Through Government and Community Efforts 

n/a 

Kingston, NY 

City of Kingston Climate Action Plan 

n/a 

Grand Rapids, MI 

FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

Social 

District of Columbia 

Sustainable DC 

Geographic 

Social 

Los Angeles, CA 

Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global 

Warming 

Procedural 

Geographic 

Somerville, MA 

Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan 

n/a 

 

Geographic Equity 

 Several plans frame their environmental justice issues around this notion of geographic 

equity, using climate change as a catalyst for correcting existing geographic inequities, arguing 

“Now is our chance to address these longstanding disparities” (Sustainable DC, 2013, 34). 

Baltimore’s Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project notes that “certain geographic areas or 

social dynamics may contribute to the circumstances that can make one population more 

sensitive to hazards than others” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 62). Green 

LA points out the ways in which geographic inequity has caused significant health issues within 

parts of their community: “The city has designated Sun Valley as an Environmental Justice 

Improvement Zone because of the high incidence of cancer, respiratory illnesses and asthma, and 

exposure to toxics-emitting facilities” (Green LA, 2007, 26). Sustainable DC expands geographic 



 

71 
 

equity to note how other individuals or communities are benefitting in some way from the 

another community’s less-than-ideal geographic location, noting the location of public parks, 

schools, and playgrounds being located near wealthy neighborhoods, while low-income 

populations were generally located near industrial sites and highways, and landfills. The plan 

authors argue that “Exporting waste from one community to another raises serious questions of 

environmental justice. A sustainable society manages its own waste stream without negatively 

affecting the quality of life for others” (Sustainable DC, 2013, 89).  

Procedural Equity 

 Bullard’s definition of procedural equity implies that all groups and individuals have fair 

access to government and policymaking processes, including access to public meetings and 

access to publications, plans, and events both through the use of translations and through public 

notice and easy availability. The two plans that address procedural equity focus primarily on 

“access” and “decision-making processes” within their definition of environmental justice. 

Baltimore’s Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) defines environmental justice as 

“the fair treatment and the equal protection of an individual — regardless of race, ethnicity, or 

income — from environmental and health hazards, as well as uniform access to planning and 

decision-making processes…” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 16). 

Similarly, Green LA (2007) states, “The decision-making process must focus on community 

needs and global interconnectedness while remaining transparent, democratic, and accountable” 

(Green LA, 2007, 11). Green LA goes on to explain how the decision-making process will reflect 

transparency, democracy, and accountability through engaging with “residents, businesses, 

environmental and environmental justice leadership, labor, and academic institutions,” and 

“[conducting] multi-lingual, community-based outreach to all neighborhoods, specifically 
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communities with environmental justice challenges, to inform them of the development of the 

actions” (Green LA, 2007, 27-28). This quote demonstrates a strong understanding of how the 

process can be altered to be more inclusive and accessible to more populations through active 

outreach and translations. 

Social Equity 

 Several plans address social equity, mainly through an acknowledgement of the history of 

social injustices, and how they are manifested within the political process and on the urban 

landscape. Baltimore’s plan notes that “certain … social dynamics may contribute to the 

circumstances that can make one population more sensitive to hazards than others” (Disaster 

Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 16). The plan goes on to discuss how vulnerability 

assessments can address existing social and geographic inequities, however, it does not specify 

which social dynamics may make one community more vulnerable to climate change than 

another.  Additionally, acknowledging a history of social injustice is not the same as providing 

strategies to correct injustices, which remains the main issue with even those plans that do 

attempt to discuss environmental justice. Grand Rapids’ FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan 

does identify certain social conditions that may cause one community to be at higher risk to 

environmental factors than others, stressing an effort to address how “people of color, low-

income, and indigenous communities are not disproportionately adversely affected by 

environmental problems, such as climate change, or approaches to address them” (FY2011-

FY2014 Sustainability Plan, 2011, 36). Sustainable DC notes “In the past, playgrounds, parks, 

and schools were better maintained in wealthier neighborhoods while neighborhoods with 

industrial sites, highways, and other heavy infrastructure were places that became home to low 

income residents or where those activities otherwise became concentrated” (Sustainable DC, 
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2013, 34). This attention to the history of decision-making processes that favored wealthier 

neighborhoods over low-income populations implies an understanding of how past planning 

processes have been unjust, giving environmental justice issues in DC a specific historical and 

social context.  

4.3.6 Environmental Justice Conclusion 

 While environmental justice is the smallest sample from my dataset, the data still 

indicates connections to existing literature on the types of issues most often associated with 

environmental justice movements, especially public health related to toxic land uses. 

Additionally, contrary to equity and vulnerable populations, references to environmental justice 

often identify specific stakeholders and public participation strategies. Finally, those plans that 

demonstrated a stronger interest and understanding in environmental justice issues provided 

examples of ways in which the community has in the past, or will in the future, engage with 

environmental justice communities, and provided not only a definition of environmental justice, 

but supported with strategies or implementation measures, as in the case of Los Angeles’s Green 

LA (2007). Most of the plans fell short of Green LA’s stronger understanding and interest in 

environmental justice issue and groups, instead providing a definition in a fact base section with 

no follow-up strategies, or providing a strategy to identify environmental justice issues without 

providing a definition of the movement or its challenges. In all of these cases, environmental 

justice is not the only coded term identified in the plan; this means there could be overlap in 

definitions and understandings of environmental justice, social justice/equity, and vulnerable 

populations. Indeed, as several of the plans demonstrate—particularly Baltimore’s Disaster 

Preparedness and Planning Project (2013), environmental justice can be connected to the other 
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coded terms, like vulnerable populations, thus demonstrating a stronger understanding of how 

environmental issues will impact certain communities differently than others. 

 Further analysis into the environmental justice communities within these cities, as well as 

a larger sample size could provide more information about the ways in which environmental 

justice movements could be further integrated into the planning process, however, environmental 

justice’s role as a movement instead of a theory (as with justice) is an important item for future 

study. As Iris Marion Young laments in her book Justice and the Politics of Difference (1990), 

considerations of social justice too often reside in the theoretical world, and making it 

challenging for planners to identify representative groups with whom to collaborate on justice 

issues. However, given environmental justice’s role as a movement, with a specific history and 

generally common set of issues, planners could more easily identify and foster relationships with 

members of environmental justice groups than perhaps others that have similar equity and justice 

concerns.  

4.4 Vulnerable Populations 

 By far the most oft-cited of the coded equity terms, the code “vulnerable populations” 

provides many opportunities to explore further the ways in which these plans consider justice 

issues. As O’Lear (2015) points out, policymakers’ discussions of vulnerability tend to focus on 

the scientific model presented by the IPCC, with little nuance or understanding of the ways in 

which the social world shapes and will be shaped by climate change impacts (O’Lear, 2015, 2). 

While O’Lear’s work assesses vulnerability policymaking at a different scale and with a different 

set of stakeholders than those discussed here, the policy guidance provided by a climate science 

giant like IPCC has huge implications on local climate policymakers and planners, and the 

narratives promoted by the IPCC trickle down into local-scale policymaking. With this in mind, 
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a catalog and examination of the types of vulnerable populations identified in climate plans can 

enhance this project’s analysis of equity and justice definitions with an exploration into who 

these plans identify as most vulnerable to climate impacts, and to what impacts they are most 

vulnerable. Additionally, an understanding of vulnerable populations can also highlight those 

groups that are missing from the discussion. Finally, this section’s analysis can provide 

comparisons between those populations that are identified as vulnerable, and whether they were 

involved in the plan’s construction via public participation, specific-input, or as an author. The 

35 plans that discuss vulnerable populations do so to different extents, and with different 

priorities in mind. We must not forget that these plans do not simply “appear.” Instead they are 

the product of (often) the collective work of multiple city and non-city agencies, with different 

objectives, goals, and ultimate interests in preparing their communities to be resilient. Certain 

populations are highlighted, others are not, and still less frequently the referenced population is 

present at the decision-making table when their vulnerability is discussed. The plans in this 

dataset are all the product of decisions made by these agencies and stakeholders, who have the 

power to make determinations about who is vulnerable and who is not. So, when we explore who 

is “vulnerable,” and question who is not, we are really asking who, according to those in 

positions with decision-making power, view as such.  

 This chapter outlines how vulnerable populations are defined and identified and in what 

ways they are thought to be vulnerable. After providing basic information regarding the types of 

plans that discuss vulnerable populations and where in the plan vulnerable populations are most 

often discussed, I will provide a list of vulnerable populations as identified in my sample and the 

threats associated with their vulnerability. I conclude that even despite the acknowledgement of 

vulnerable populations and their potential threats, most plans still define these groups broadly 
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without identifying specific populations. Even those plans that do identify certain vulnerable 

populations rarely provide actionable strategies to address the vulnerability head-on, thereby 

limiting the usefulness of these plans to reduce vulnerability in any meaningful way.. 

4.4.1 Who is Vulnerable? “The elderly, the sick, and the poor…” 

 The code “vulnerable populations” allows for a more detailed analysis of who these plans 

may consider as potentially vulnerable or impacted by the social justice or environmental justice 

issues discussed above. Here, we can begin to understand who the authors consider most 

vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and how they frame different impacts of climate 

change to different populations. Figure 4.5 shows the populations most frequently cited as 

vulnerable in my dataset, both in terms of the frequency that the population was discussed (in 

blue), and the number of plans that discussed each population (in orange).  

 

Figure 4.5 Vulnerable Populations by Frequency (in blue), and number of plans (in orange) 
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populations broadly, and examples of specific communities. For example, I found many 

iterations of the phrase, “Those most likely to suffer include children, the elderly, and other 

vulnerable populations” (Sacramento Climate Action Plan, 2012, 67). Low income populations, 

the elderly, youth, and sick people are most frequently identified as vulnerable populations, with 

a smaller incidence of discussions of climate refugees, minority populations, homeless and 

transient populations, and people with disabilities. And yet, the frequency with which vulnerable 

populations were discussed broadly rather than specifically, and the variety of vulnerable 

population groups suggests there is no overarching consensus among climate planning agencies 

about who is vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 

 In addition to the nine categories of vulnerable populations identified here, plans also 

identified: the immobile, non-English speaking, tourists, those without landlines, unemployed, 

and outdoor workers as vulnerable populations. References to these populations occurred twice, 

or less, and within two or fewer plans, making them very infrequent and uncommon populations 

discussed by policymakers. However, the less-often discussed items demonstrate an important 

point: there are many populations beyond the old, young, and poor, that will be 

disproportionately impacted by climate change, and to varying degrees of severity. If city plans 

do not identify the variety of different populations that will be most adversely impacted, they 

cannot begin to strategize to protect those populations from a hazard event. Naturally, we cannot 

plan for every possible situation and potential outcome, however the relatively narrow set of 

vulnerable populations demonstrates that these plans in their current state will not adequately 

prepare the most vulnerable for the impacts of a changing climate. 

 These plans can also be organized into categories depending on how many vulnerable 

populations they discuss. The assumption here is that a plan that identifies more vulnerable 
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populations has a more comprehensive sense of who is experiencing vulnerability within their 

community. It is important to keep in mind that frequency and distribution only reveal so 

much—the quality of discussion and the ways in which these groups are identified are just as 

important as their presence within the plan at all. With all of this in mind, the plans that identify 

five or more populations include: 

Grand Rapids, MI Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) 

New York, NY PlaNYC 2011 update (2011) 

Baltimore, MD Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project (2013) 

Santa Cruz, CA City of Santa Cruz Climate Adaptation Plan (2011) 

Boston, MA Climate Ready Boston: Municipal Vulnerability to Climate Change (2015) 

Flagstaff, AZ Resiliency and Preparedness Study (2012) 

Sacramento Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Eugene, OR A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

Santa Barbara, CA Final Santa Barbara Climate Action Plan (2012) 

 

Plans that identify two-to-four specific vulnerable populations include: 

Olympia, Olympia's Response to the Challenge of Climate Change (2007) 

Santa Barbara, CA Final Santa Barbara Climate Action Plan (2012) 

Hillsborough, CA Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Alexandria, VA Environmental Action Plan 2030 (2009) 

Portland, OR City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Cleveland, OH Cleveland Climate Action Plan At a Glance (2013) 

Berkeley, CA Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Santa Rosa, Climate Action Plan (2012) 

San Carlos, CA City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Somerville, MA Sustainable Somerville: An Environmental Strategic Plan (2007) 

Grand Rapids FY2011-FY2014 Sustainability Plan (2013) 

Homer, AK Climate Action Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change Through 

Government and Community Efforts (2007) 

Lewes, DE The City of Lewes Hazard Mitigation and Climate Adaptation Plan (2011) 

Chula Vista, CA Climate Adaptation Strategies (2011) 

Keene, NH Adapting to Climate Change: Planning a Climate Resilient Future (2007) 

Punta Gorda, FL City of Punta Gorda Adaptation Plan (2009) 

 

And plans that only discuss one vulnerable population include: 

 

Key West, FL Climate Action Plan (2009) 

Seattle, WA A Climate of Change: Meeting the Kyoto Challenge (2006) 

Charleston, SC Charleston Green Plan: A Local Roadmap to Sustainability (2007) 
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Union City, CA Union City Climate Action Plan (2010) 

Redwood City, CA City of Redwood City Climate Action Plan (2013) 

Chicago, IL Chicago Climate Action Plan: Our City Our Future (2008) 

Santa Fe, NM Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) 

Los Angeles, CA Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation in Fighting Global 

Warming (2007) 

District of Columbia, Sustainable DC (2013) 

Portsmouth, NH Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment and Adaptation Plan (2013) 

 

 Despite the language or quality of discussion associated with each of these vulnerable 

populations, the plans that identify five or more vulnerable populations at least demonstrate an 

attempt to catalog and consider the disproportionate impacts of climate change on different 

populations. Some of these plans have a stronger focus on a particular population—Grand 

Rapids’ Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report (2013) for example, is one of the few that 

discusses minority populations, (and, interestingly enough, attempts to identify the intersection 

between race and class, rather than considering them as separate phenomena). Others, including 

Green LA (2007) and Santa Fe, NM Sustainable Santa Fe Plan (2008) focus specifically on low-

income populations. The number of vulnerable populations identified in a given plan appears to 

be connected to the type of plan; hazard mitigation and adaptation plans generally identified 

more vulnerable populations, perhaps as a product of their general focus on vulnerability 

assessments (I will discuss this further in Chapter 5). It is also important to remember that these 

plans represent different spatial, social, and cultural realities. The relationships among city-

specific conditions (including geographical or demographic characteristics) can be challenging to 

prove; as Schrock and colleagues discuss, it is challenging to prove causation, or sometimes even 

correlation between demographics and discussions of equity in climate plans (Shrock et al., 

2015, 287). And yet, as we break down the discussions of vulnerable populations identified in 

this dataset, there are some potential relationships between city-characteristics and the 
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identification of certain vulnerable populations, including one between west-coast plans, and the 

consideration of “climate refugees.”  

 A challenge with interpreting how these plans interact with issues of vulnerability and 

disproportionate risks to climate change impacts, is that even those plans that frequently discuss 

specific vulnerable populations still do not identify exactly who those people are. For example, 

some iteration of low income (including “poor,” “working class,” “economically 

disadvantaged”) was discussed 41 times within 21 plans. And yet, the distinctions end there. No 

plan identifies what “low-income” means within their community, or who could represent this 

population in a decision-making process. Does low-income mean below the poverty line? 

Unemployed? Participating in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program?  Is there a spatial 

dimension to how these populations are identified—do they live in certain neighborhoods? Do 

they reside in certain types of structures or spaces? Do they have access to certain services like 

unemployment? We do see a small discussion of spatial vulnerability, in particular with 

discussions of flooding and communities that live in floodplains. Additionally, there is a stronger 

understanding of spatial conditions when we connect environmental justice with vulnerability; 

for example, PlaNYC 2011 update, the authors connect environmental justice with the spatial 

conditions of low-income populations near waste streams. We can ask similar questions about 

elderly or young populations: how old is old enough to be threatened? Is it more a product of 

health or age? If it is an issue of health, how do we identify those aged populations with health 

risk? Some of the plans do provide additional categories for youth populations, including 

“infants,” and “elementary school” populations, however, again, how refined does a definition 

need to be to target those most vulnerable?   

4.4.2 Vulnerable to What?   
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 As Figure 4.6 indicates, the plans most often discuss threats to vulnerable populations 

broadly—either in general terms regarding climate change impacts overall, or to hazard events. 

Heat events are a close second.  While threats associated with heat impacts are discussed less 

frequently than broad climate impacts, more plans identify heat exposure and health issues 

associated with heat exposure as a threat. Plans also identify economic conditions—primarily 

associated with affordability of energy costs for both housing and transportation, and threats to 

local economies and jobs—as a threat to vulnerable populations. Plans also identify air quality 

and air pollution and flooding as threats to vulnerable populations, and identify increased 

migration as a strain on city resources and a threat to vulnerable populations. This is interesting 

to note, as many plans identify climate refugees as both threatened and threatening to existing 

vulnerable populations. While not the focus of this paper, this dynamic between what is 

threatened and what is threatening could be explored further in other research. It begs the 

question: where is the line between threatened and not? Who is considered part of a community 

and who is outside? 

Figure 4.6 Threats to vulnerable populations 
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Additional threats not included on this list (mentioned by 3 or less plans) include: fire, 

sea-level rise, drought, vector-borne diseases, increased car accidents, domestic violence and 

crime. It is interesting that while sea-level rise, drought, and fires are all hot topics discussed in 

hazard mitigation and adaptation planning, they are less-often discussed in the context of 

vulnerable populations and the social world. Perhaps these are all implied in “climate impacts 

and hazard events,” although I argue that such a broad inclusion of all climate impacts does not 

adequately address how different events will impact different populations, and does little to 

actually prepare for a threat. 

 What these tables do not capture are the relationships between how plan authors connect 

specific threats to specific populations. The following sections include text and examples from 

plans to demonstrate how authors frame threats to vulnerable populations, and the relationship 

between who is vulnerable, and the impacts to which they are vulnerable. 

 Table 4.6 indicates that aside from concerns with heat exposure, threats to vulnerable 

populations are most commonly discussed in broad terms rather than specifics. We saw a similar 

trend in the types of vulnerable populations identified, where vulnerable populations were 

discussed in general terms, perhaps in a fact-base section, or in a broad strategy like “Identify 

vulnerable populations” rather than discussed in finer detail (City of Punta Gorda Adaptation 

Plan, 2009, 354). When we analyze the ways that authors discuss vulnerability to the broad 

impacts of climate change, the authors maintain this kind of general language, most often 

focused on vulnerable populations’ resiliency and adaptive capacity: 

 “Underserved low-income and minority populations will be disproportionately 

impacted by climate change. Resiliency efforts in all aspects of community 
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planning should recognize this” (Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report, 2013, 

104). 

 “Our vulnerable populations, the economically disadvantaged, the non-English 

speaking, the elderly and the infirm may have less adaptive capacity to climate 

impacts” (City of Santa Cruz Climate Adaptation Plan, 14, 2011). 

  “The various effects of climate change are expected to increase risks to the health 

and safety of residents. Those most likely to suffer include children, the elderly, 

and other vulnerable populations” (Sacramento Climate Action Plan, 2012, 67). 

While these quotes all demonstrate some level of understanding in the ways that climate impacts 

will disproportionately impact the lives of some populations over others, the dialogue remains 

vague. 

 Heat exposure is discussed less frequently, but included in more plans than broader 

references to hazard events associated with the impacts of climate change. When we look at the 

most-often identified vulnerable populations, this trend is less surprising—low income 

populations, the elderly and youth are often identified as vulnerable to extreme heat events. 

Discussions regarding this threat include:  

 “Anticipated impacts on public health include: More heat-related stress, particularly 

among the elderly, the poor, and other vulnerable” (Cleveland Climate Action Plan at a 

Glance, 2013, 10). 

 “Extreme heat events increase the risk of dehydration, heat exhaustion, and respiratory 

distress, among other things. Children, the elderly, and people who are already ill are 

especially at risk” (Berkeley Climate Action Plan, 2009, 111). 
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 “Anticipated increases in the frequency, occurrence, and duration of heat waves will 

disproportionately affect the very young, the elderly, and those with certain chronic 

diseases such as diabetes” (Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report, 2013, 88) 

The language across plans is very similar—“anticipated impacts” – “particularly the elderly, 

young, poor, and other vulnerable populations,” “heat-exhaustion” — all of these phrases appear 

again and again within the plans. While most of the references to heat impacts are part of a fact-

base section, rather than a strategy, some strategies to these threats include: encouraging citizens 

to develop their own disaster preparedness plans, expand local infrastructure, outreach and 

coordination with vulnerable population representatives, and constructing “cooling centers” and 

planting trees in neighborhoods with vulnerable populations. Many of these strategies focus on 

how to engage vulnerable populations, or encourage them to take an active role in reducing their 

vulnerability, however, these strategies are still ambiguous—for example, the plans do not 

identify which groups or agencies would be in charge of implementing these strategies, or 

engaging vulnerable stakeholders. 

 We see a similar trend with a concern with air pollution and threats to populations 

according to age and income. Air pollution concerns focus on increases in ground-level ozone 

and fine particulates, for example, Santa Rosa’s Climate Action Plan (2012, 92) notes: 

According to a new report from the California Air Resources Board, the warming 

climate will increase ozone levels in California’s major air basins, leading to upwards of 

6 to 30 more days per year with ozone concentrations that exceed federal clean air 

standards. The elderly, young, and vulnerable populations most likely to be impacted by 

climate change are also those that often lack sufficient resources to adapt. Such 

vulnerable demographics are likely to need assistance to respond to climate change, 

which leads to social equity issues related to the unequal distribution of resources and 

increased costs to address community-wide health risks. 

 

My analysis indicates that heath is by far the most commonly discussed threat to climate 

change—both through heat exposure and increased air pollution. This finding corresponds with 
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the frequency with which vulnerable populations are identified via age, income, and preexisting 

health conditions. 

 Table 4.6 also includes a category for “economic” concerns. Most plans that discuss an 

economic threat to vulnerable populations focus on access to affordable energy, goods, and 

emergency services, and threats to employment. Some plans, like Climate Ready Boston: 

Municipal Vulnerability to Climate Change (2015), maintain a rather vague discussion of the 

“long-term economic impacts of climate change,” while other plans get quite detailed in their 

discussion, connecting multiple threats to the ultimate impacts to the economy. For example, A 

Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) considers the ways in which 

extreme heat events and storms may increase energy uses and costs, noting “As is the case with 

the effects of climate change, the impacts of rising costs and a weakening economy will be felt 

broadly across the region and those hardest hit by the changes will be the most vulnerable—

children, the elderly, and those with lower or fixed incomes” (13). The City of Portland and 

Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009), Chicago Climate Action Plan: Our City, Our 

Future (2008) and Key West’s Climate Action Plan (2009) all frame threats to vulnerable 

populations around the disproportionate impacts of energy costs on low-income and vulnerable 

populations. While most of the discussion of economic threats remains within the fact-base 

sections of these plans, those that do provide strategies focus on establishing tiered rates for 

electricity (Key West’s Climate Action Plan, 2009), implementing and improving affordable 

transportation options like public transportation (City of San Carlos Climate Action Plan, 2009), 

and considering low-income populations in land-use and planning decisions (Alexandria, VA’s 

Environmental Action Plan 2030, 2009). New York also considers the ways in which climate 
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change could be utilized as an opportunity to train low-income populations in green jobs and the 

“green economy.”  

4.4.3 Scales of Vulnerability  

 Perhaps most concerning about the ways in which the authors of these climate plans 

identify and discuss vulnerable populations is the lack of interconnection between vulnerability 

factors. Many of these plans discuss multiple populations according to risk—for example, the 

elderly and youth populations are most often discussed in relation to air quality issues and health 

issues associated with extreme heat events. However, my dataset does not indicate an 

understanding of how vulnerabilities may be connected, exacerbating the risk to one’s health and 

environment. Populations are frequently identified as “most vulnerable,” without a discussion of 

potential cumulative effects that may occur when age, income, and race interact. How can we 

protect low-income populations from increased costs of electricity or hikes in the price of fruits 

and vegetables, if we have not identified what low-income means? Or, if we do not acknowledge 

a historical system of inequitable development patterns that have dislocated minority groups or 

are pricing minorities out of their neighborhoods? Again, without an understanding of the 

overlapping and cumulative impacts of vulnerability, these plans offer little more than lip service 

to the concept of justice, and do little to promote actual strategies that target vulnerable 

populations before an impact of climate change occurs. The plans in this dataset, do not provide 

scales of vulnerability according to the relationship between different types of vulnerability and 

their associated threats. Vulnerability can take many forms, and these forms can interact to 

render an individual or group even more at risk than others, and since these plans do not address 

this issue, their approach to vulnerable populations is one-note. 
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 To address this inadequacy, policymakers could use a scaled understanding of 

vulnerability as a framework for risk and vulnerability assessments. I envision the scales of 

vulnerability as a metric that identifies vulnerable populations according to the specific types of 

inequities they face—from the historical, geographical and social conditions that render them 

vulnerable. This would require planners to identify vulnerability as the product of the cumulative 

impacts of race, class, income, ability, gender, and more. 

4.4.4 Vulnerable Populations Conclusion 

 

 This section of the chapter has highlighted the ways in which US municipal plans identify 

vulnerable populations and the threats they face. While the higher frequency of vulnerable 

populations discussed in these plans appears strong (certainly much higher than the frequency of 

equity or environmental justice considerations), a deeper analysis into who is identified as 

vulnerable, and what they are most vulnerable to, supports my overall argument that these plans 

do not adequately serve the least advantaged in their communities, and in the face of disaster, 

will not sufficiently protect those most threatened. It is from these analyses that I derive my 

thesis title: changing climate, static society. Attention is growing toward the disproportionate 

impacts of climate change on certain populations, but not fast enough, and the knowledge is not 

nuanced enough to make dramatic impacts.  

Conclusion 

 This section has covered the ways in which authors of US municipal climate plans 

address equity, justice, environmental justice, and vulnerable populations. The combined results 

of this finding suggest to me that the principles of equity and justice are not well-defined in 

current US municipal climate plans, nor are vulnerable populations adequately identified or 

protected according to the content of these plans. How can we plan for a resilient future if those 
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that are the least-advantaged in society are not explicitly defined, defined, and understood in our 

climate planning process? The following chapter will discuss this dataset in more detail, 

highlighting additional traits and relationships of these plans to provide some thoughts for future 

climate policymakers. At the end of the day, climate change policymakers must understand their 

role within a hierarchical decision-making process, which allows some points of view to be 

highlighted, and others to be hidden. Inequity will only continue to grow if policymakers do not 

use their power to make decisions that acknowledge the existing inequities within our social 

world, and engage with those populations that suffer from it. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

 The previous chapter outlined the findings on equity/justice, environmental justice, and 

vulnerable population codes. Through the quantitative content analysis, I found that while a 

significant portion of the plans discuss vulnerable populations, few consider equity or justice, 

and still fewer include a discussion of environmental justice. My qualitative content analysis 

found that when we dig into the content more deeply, most of the plans do little more than lip 

service to the concepts of justice and vulnerability, and could expand their discussions to be 

more equitably-minded to the different ways that climate change will impact different 

populations. To expand on these findings, this chapter will highlight a few relationships and 

traits that shed light on the role of equity, justice, and vulnerability in the broader context of 

climate change planning: 

 1) The relationship between the type of plan and the type of coded equity terms suggests 

that the type of plan shapes some of the ways that equity is framed and considered;  

 2) The lack of relationship between city characteristics, namely demographics, and 

justice or equity concerns suggests that planning for climate change is more a function of who is 

at the decision-making table than city-characteristics; and 

 3. If equity considerations are a function of those at the decision-making table, vulnerable 

populations and their representatives must be more strongly integrated into the planning process. 

 Together, these points demonstrate the current trends in planning for a more equitable 

future in the face of climate change as products of adaptation planning and citizen engagement. 

5.1 Broad vs. Narrow Focus: Equity, Environmental Justice, and Vulnerable Populations 

 As discussed, climate adaptation planning resembles hazard mitigation planning in many 

ways, especially in their shared focus on identifying vulnerabilities and responding to risk. 
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Climate action and sustainability plans, on the other hand, do not share the same narrow focus on 

vulnerability, and risk, and generally focus on the broader impacts of climate change including 

sustainability and greenhouse gas mitigation strategies. A chi-square test comparing the 

independent variables narrow-focus to the code vulnerable populations indicates that the 

distinction between broad and narrow-focus plans in relation to vulnerability and risk is 

maintained in the context of equity, justice, and disproportionate forms of vulnerability. While 

the results did not find a strong relationship between the independent variable broad-focus plans 

and the equity terms, a chi square test did reveal that narrow-focus plans are more highly 

correlated with “vulnerable populations” (p=.01). This means that for planners and policymakers 

interested in integrating equity and stronger identifications of vulnerable populations into their 

plans, they should first consider what type of plan their legislative and executive branches are 

asking for (Sustainability? Climate action? Adaptation?), and then consider how they can expand 

the existing dialogue to address their interests. 

 The figures below show the breakdown of equity terms between broad-focus and narrow-

focus plans. Generally, the proportions between the two types of plans seems similar, with one 

exception in the “social equity/justice” category. Broad-focus plans, including climate action and 

sustainability plans, discuss social equity at a much higher rate than narrow-focus plans. Narrow-

focused plans, on the other hand, have a relatively low rate of both “social equity/justice” and 

“environmental justice” considerations, while 85% of narrowly focused plans include a 

discussion of vulnerable populations. 
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Figure 5.1 Breakdown of Coded Equity Terms in Broad- Focus Plans 

 
           

Figure 5.2 Breakdown of Coded Equity Terms in Narrow-Focus Plans 
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and the identification of “vulnerable populations” (p value .01), and less strong, but still present 

relationship between broad-focus plans and the presence of the term “social equity/justice” 

(p=.1)  

 These findings support the distinctions between broad and narrow based plans focused on 

climate impacts. However, they also suggest that when coding for specific items, like equity 
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considerations, there are deeper distinctions at play beyond the focus on risk and vulnerability. 

On the one hand, the relationship between plans narrowly-focused on the impacts of climate 

change and a discussion of vulnerable populations supports the existing literature on climate 

adaptation planning and its relationship to hazard mitigation planning, which share a concern for 

vulnerability assessments (Blanco and Alberti, 2009, 163). It is unsurprising, then, that both the 

climate adaptation and hazard mitigation with adaptation strategies both display a strong focus 

on identifying vulnerable populations within their larger conceptualization of risk, over climate 

action and sustainability plans which focus on other aspects of climate change. On the other 

hand, Blanco and Alberti note that the field of study for climate adaptation is relatively untapped, 

and so the distinctions between the focus and goals of hazard mitigation and climate adaptation 

have not yet been established. However, the authors do make a significant point that weaves 

throughout this analysis of the scope and scale of planning documents and environmental 

policymaking in general. The authors note that “Climate change impacts are systemic,” and may 

significantly alter environmental conditions for decades or centuries, while hazard mitigation 

planning generally focuses on responses to episodic catastrophic events where the environment 

will eventually return to a more stable state (Blanco and Alberti, 2009, 162). This dynamic 

between hazard mitigation and climate adaptation planning could become a significant point of 

difference within the climate planning field, and relates to a key point discussed in the STS 

literature regarding how policymakers frame risk and vulnerability. If climate adaptation plans 

follow a rigid hazard mitigation framework, there may be a lack of understanding as to the long-

term impacts of climate change through long-range planning measures, perhaps perpetuating the 

same systems of distributive and procedural injustice that exist today, resulting in “latent, 

gradual, and invisible negative externalities relate to mis- or abuse of environmental resources 
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and ecosystems” (O’Lear, 2015, 2). As the findings indicate, the plans in this dataset address 

vulnerable populations in a variety of different ways. It is important to note, that the history of 

climate adaptation planning and hazard mitigation planning clearly impact the nature of equity 

and vulnerability discussed in these documents. 

 Additionally, the chi-square test indicates a relationship between sustainability plans and 

the term “social equity/justice.” Sustainability discourses are imbued with the “three e’s” of 

sustainability: environment, economy, and equity, and therefore equity tends to make its way 

into most discussions of suitability. Furthermore, between climate action sustainability plans, 

there is a nearly statistically significant relationship between sustainability plans and the 

presence of social equity (p=.06), suggesting that the nature of the plan can have an impact on 

the way equity is discussed. As noted in the findings section, most often, equity is vaguely 

defined and rarely associated with an actual strategy, rending equity discussions as little more 

than a nod to the concept. 

 These findings have implications for future climate planners. On the one hand, a 

quantitative analysis indicates a strong relationship between the type of equity consideration 

discussed and a plan’s focus on risk and vulnerability or broader concepts like sustainability and 

greenhouse gas mitigation. On the other hand, a qualitative analysis of the plan content as 

identified in the findings section indicates that even though some plans discuss certain types of 

equity more, these discussions are rarely more than a reference in the fact-base section rather 

than connected to a more actionable strategy, or understood as the product of broader social, 

procedural, and geographic conditions.  
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5.2 Demographics and Equity Terms 

 Another relationship worth exploring in this dataset is between city-characteristics and 

discussion of justice. My statistical analysis indicated very few relationships between 

demographics and the presence of equity and justice considerations, save small statistical 

relationships (p=.05) between percent under 5 years old, and a higher percent white population 

with equity/justice terms. Other than these two relationships, I found no statistically significant 

relationships between demographics and the three coded equity terms (see appendix for a full list 

of the demographic conditions included in the analysis). This result corresponds with the 

findings from Shrock and colleagues (2015) work, which found no relationship between city-

characteristics and equity considerations noting, “Even weaker statistical relationships existed 

between equity and a city’s share of populations of color and median household income level” 

(Schrock et al., 2015, 287). Schrock et al. argue that “the relationship between local conditions is 

complex in nature, and does not automatically correspond to city characteristics” (Schrock et al., 

2015, 287). With Shrock and colleague’s findings and my own, I argue that the relationship 

between demographics and equity and justice discussions in climate planning is certainly 

complex, and perhaps is less of a function of city characteristics and more a function of who is 

present during the planning process.  

 Interestingly, as I began to break down further the different equity definitions and groups 

identified as vulnerable populations through the qualitative content analysis, one geographical 

relationship became clear. Climate refugees were discussed in southwest, and west coast plans 

almost exclusively, including: 

 City of Santa Cruz Climate Adaptation Plan (2011) 

 Flagstaff Resiliency and Preparedness Study (2012) 
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  A Community Climate and Energy Action Plan for Eugene (2010) 

 Portland City of Portland and Multnomah County Climate Action Plan (2009). 

Climate refugees were also identified as vulnerable populations in Keene, NH’s Adapting to 

Climate Change: Planning a Climate Resilient Future (2007), and Homer, AK’s Climate Action 

Plan: Reducing the Threat of Global Climate Change Through Government and Community 

Efforts (2007). A geographic pattern can be seen here: communities in the southwest and west-

coast perhaps have a larger concern with populations migrating from impacts associated with sea 

level rise, drought and water shortages, or perhaps changing economic conditions associated with 

climate change impacts. Even the seemingly obvious outlier, Keene, NH, frames climate refuges 

as a response to sea-level rise (Adapting to Climate Change: Planning a Climate Resilient 

Future, 2007, 39). This is one place where the numbers do not tell the deeper story, where a 

deeper analysis identifies climate refugees mostly as a response to sea-level rise over other 

potential climate change impacts. 

5.3 Plans versus Reality: Who “should” be at the table, and who is at the table 

 Returning to my discussion of the role, or rather lack of role, of demographics in relation 

to equity and vulnerability discussions, I propose that the presence of the coded equity terms is 

more function of which members of the community are involved in the plan’s construction than a 

reflection of the community it represents. This issue becomes increasingly problematic when we 

look at the different groups and agencies that were included in the “planning committee,” and 

were active in the construction of the plan. Plans were coded with an eye for author agencies, 

and groups and individuals present on the planning committee (Here, “planning committee” 

refers not necessarily to an urban planner or Planning Office, but instead the group of 

individuals, groups, and government offices that came together to construct these plans). A 
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complete list of the agencies and groups included in the coding process are included in the 

appendix.  

 An analysis of authors and author agencies from these plans can be beneficial in 

understanding who is representing the community within the planning process, but it is important 

to keep in mind that in most cases, we have no way of knowing who, or which agency wrote a 

specific sentence or section of a plan. I do not believe this renders an analysis of author agencies 

irrelevant. However, the limitations of such an analysis must be understood. Therefore, it is not 

my intent to say that the equity terms and their definitions included in these plans can represent 

the ethos of every planner, simply that a connection between the Planning Offices working on 

this project and equity considerations can help provide an understanding of the ways in which 

the field of urban planning treats and defines equity and vulnerable populations. A lack of a 

significant relationship here is as telling as a strong one, and the implications of no relationship 

between equity considerations or a discussion of vulnerable populations supports existing 

literature on the field’s disagreement over what a planner “is,” and who and what a planner 

should represent when constructing plans for the public. 

5.3.1 Who is at the table… 

 Unsurprisingly, when exploring the agencies present on the planning committee, the 

Planning Office was most often present (56% of all plans in the dataset had a governmental 

Planning Office on the planning committee). Despite their strong presence on the planning 

committee, chi-square testing did not reveal a significant relationship between a Planning Office 

on the planning committee and the presence of any equity considerations. Essentially, as many 

plans had equity considerations both with and without a Planning Office contributing to the plan 

content. While this point requires more detailed analysis and a bigger dataset to make any 
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definitive statements, this observation could perhaps suggest that there are very few advocacy 

planners writing climate plans. Perhaps even more so, this trait is telling of the nature and history 

of planning itself, with its roots in the rational planning model that separates the planner from the 

communities they serve in order to solve problems without bias. I return again to O’Lear’s 

(2015, 3) discussion of science-based vulnerability assessments in climate change policymaking, 

“data are not necessarily stable but instead are imbued with social meaning embedded in 

scientific practice.” Planners and policymakers must acknowledge their decision-making power 

within a political system, and not hide behind a “value-free” narrative of unbiased science that 

does not exist. 

 In addition to Planning departments, Public Works departments (42%), and Executive 

Offices (50%) were most frequently on the planning committee, with Environmental departments 

(39%), Legislative (39%), Universities (35%), and Environmental nonprofits (32%) being the 

other most common groups and agencies to be present on the planning committee. Electric 

Utilities (25%), Business Organizations (17%), Individual Businesses (33%), and Realtors (25%) 

also were present on planning committees rather often, and these numbers are particularly 

compelling as we begin to consider the agencies and groups that were much less often present in 

the plan-writing process. 

 When we look at potential representatives of equity, environmental justice, or vulnerable 

populations, very few were included on the planning committee: Only three plans included some 

sort of Housing Authority (6%), four included a Social Services agency (8%), three included a 

neighborhood organization (8%), and six included a school district (12%). While these are 

certainly not the only groups that could potentially represent interests associated with equity, 



 

98 
 

justice and vulnerable populations, these are some of the more obvious options, and also, some 

of the groups identified within the plays as valuable representatives. 

 While in most cases, chi square tests also found no statistically significant relationships 

between the presence of these agencies on the planning committee and the presence of any of 

these three equity codes, there are a few relationships worth pointing out—at p=.08 (slightly 

more than the generally acceptable .05), chi square testing indicated a relationship between the 

presence of a vulnerable population reference and a public health agency’s presence on the 

planning committee (eight of the nine plans that featured a public health agency on the planning 

committee discussed vulnerable populations). Additionally, there was a relationship (p=.05) 

between the broadly categorized “non-city” organizations, and the discussion of vulnerable 

populations. While not all of these non-city agencies necessarily represent vulnerable 

populations, it should be noted that an increase in non-governmental agencies involved in the 

writing process had a relationship to the plans that discussed vulnerable populations according to 

a chi-square test (p=.05). Common NGOs included representatives from food systems councils, 

bicycle coalitions, and independent public health representatives, indicating that while public 

agencies associated with concerns like public health may not always be represented on the 

planning committee, non-governmental and private entities may be a valuable means of 

representing the interests of vulnerable populations. 

5.3.2 Who Isn’t at the Table… Environmental Justice Representatives 

 However, there are some places where this lack of relationship is confusing, especially 

when we look deeper at the plan content. For example, when analyzing the environmental justice 

code, a series of chi-square tests did not reveal any significant relationships between different 

author agencies and the presence of environmental justice considerations. This is despite my 
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findings that many of the plans associated the environmental justice with groups, stakeholders, 

and actors, including neighborhood organizations, the NAACP, and public health officials. 

However, chi-square testing found little-to-no relationship between the discussion of 

environmental justice and a public health organization, neighborhood organization, or other 

“non-city organizations.” Part of the issue is the small sample size—it is very difficult to identify 

a relationship where only nine plans discuss environmental justice. However, especially in this 

case, the plans explicitly identify certain groups as instrumental to planning for environmental 

justice, and yet these groups are generally absent on the planning committee, where they would 

have the most power to steer decisions in ways that promote environmental justice. 

5.3.3 Who Isn’t at the Table… Vulnerable Population Representatives 

 As the previous chapter revealed, public health is by far the largest topic within which 

vulnerable populations are discussed. There is a strong focus on the elderly, youth, and the 

homeless in response to urban heat island and increased extreme heat events. Despite this focus 

on public health, however, the coding revealed very few instances where public health agencies 

were present on the planning committee. In fact, only nine plans, or 17% of all plans within the 

dataset, had a public health agency present on the planning committee. Of those nine plans (Los 

Angeles, CA, Boston, MA, Keene, NH, Chicago, IL, Alexandria, VA, Berkeley, CA, Santa Rosa, 

CA, Eugene, OR, Portland, OR) six of them included a reference to social equity, one referred to 

environmental justice, and all nine included references to vulnerable populations. This suggests a 

relationship between those on the planning committee and an identification of public health 

issues associated with vulnerable populations. 

 But do we see this relationship with other agencies that may have a justice focus or 

represent a specific type of vulnerability or vulnerable group? Social Services agencies were 
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involved in the construction of the plans in this sample only four times, three of which discussed 

vulnerable populations, and two that discussed equity. Of the 17 plans with environmental 

nonprofit groups present on the planning committee, 13 discussed vulnerable populations, 3 

mentioned environmental justice, and 11 discussed social equity/justice. Only three plans had a 

neighborhood organization (Baltimore, MD, Eugene, OR, Cincinnati, OH), two of which 

discussed equity/justice and vulnerable populations; Cincinnati did not include any equity terms. 

 We see a similar situation with vulnerable populations where, most often, there is not a 

relationship between the presence of potential representatives on the planning committee and a 

discussion of specific vulnerable populations. Yet even if representative groups are not included 

in the plan writing process, a closer reading of the text suggests that one of the strongest ways in 

which these plans strategize for the threats and impacts to vulnerable populations is by 

identifying representative groups and strategizing for opportunities to engage with said 

threatened populations. The plans that discuss representatives demonstrate an understanding of 

procedural equity, attempting to identify gaps in the existing planning and political process that 

disenfranchises and disengages those that may need assistance the most. This is a small subset of 

plans, but their approach and understanding of procedural equity could serve as a solid example 

for future climate planners interested in both identifying vulnerable populations, and engaging 

with them in the process. Strategies included: 

 Chicago Climate Action Plan: Our City, Our Future: “Share climate research findings 

with groups most affected—social service agencies, garden clubs, etc. Help individual 

households to take their own steps to reduce flooding and manage heat waves, such as 

installing rain barrels and back-up power for sump pumps and planting shade trees” 

(Chicago Climate Action Plan: Our City, Our Future, 2008, 52). 

 

 City of Baltimore Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project: “Action 5: Increase the 

urban tree canopy and target areas with urban heat island impacts. In order to better 

understand the impact on health outcomes of the proposed actions, community 

stakeholders were gathered to provide feedback and guidance … The stakeholder group 
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was recruited through the Citizen’s Planning and Housing Association to represent 

vulnerable stakeholders including residents, non- profits, City agencies, and community 

organizations. The stakeholders, in collaboration with the City agency representatives, 

prioritized their health concerns and indicated the magnitude of the potential health 

outcomes, keeping equity in mind.” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 

55). 

 

 

  “1. Prior to a hazard event, identify lead contacts serving vulnerable populations and 

coordinate actions to maximize safety and information sharing so as to guarantee the 

proper dissemination of emergency and early warning information, the City should 

identify key points of contact who can convey safety information prior to, during, and 

after a hazard event.” (Disaster Preparedness and Planning Project, 2013, 114). 

 

 Berkeley Climate Action Plan: “For example, the City’s Public Health Division is in 

regular contact with several types of community groups that will be impacted by climate 

change but that may not list the environment as their main focus. Such groups include 

youth and youth organizations; faith-based organizations; food, nutrition, and cultural 

organizations; and advocacy groups for low-income and other vulnerable populations. 

Such groups must be included in community outreach efforts to ensure broad input and 

participation in turning the plan into action” (Berkeley Climate Action Plan, 2009,119). 

 

 Alexandria Environmental Action Plan 2030: “Continue to ensure representation and 

participation by affected groups in the Master Plan and Small Area Planning processes. 

Continue outreach efforts to engage low income and minority residents in land 

development project decisions within their neighborhood” (Alexandria Environmental 

Action Plan 2030, 2009, 46). 

 

 Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report: “Public Health Services to better prepare the 

city for a climate-related event. Issue public statements informing residents of ways to 

avoid heat-related illness/injury, encouraging them to check on vulnerable neighbors and 

family members and providing them with information regarding shelter locations.” 

(Grand Rapids Climate Resiliency Report, 2013, 88) 

 

 Flagstaff Resiliency and Preparedness Study: “Continue to coordinate with social 

service and public health agencies that assist with vulnerable residents, including 

transient populations. (Flagstaff Resiliency and Preparedness Study, 2012, 24) 

 

 These actions and considerations demonstrate that while vulnerable population 

representatives are most often not a part of the actual plan construction, they are important 

assets in strategizing for the disproportionate impacts of climate change on certain populations. 
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Although this is a small subset of the overall plans, they point to useful strategies that currently 

exist, and the ways in which they can be expanded in future planning efforts. 

5.4 Conclusion  

 The findings of this discussion serve to develop some key points about the types of plans, 

and the ways that they are created. With a dataset of this size, it can be challenging to prove 

correlation, and even when we do, proving causation can be equally tough. However, if we want 

to obtain more sustainable, resilient communities, then planners must understand where equity, 

justice, and vulnerability lie within climate planning, and how these priorities can be better 

developed in future planning mechanisms. I highlighted the following three points in this 

chapter: 

 1) A relationship between type of plan and equity code used; 

 2)  Planning for climate change is more a function of who is at the decision-making table 

than city-characteristics; and 

 3) Vulnerable populations and their representatives must be more strongly integrated into 

the planning process 

 With these three discussion points, I found that the current state of equity and justice in 

climate planning does not reflect the communities it is intended to serve. Instead, equity in 

climate change planning reflects a more standardized planning process that may engage key 

stakeholders to some degree, but does not incorporate their perspectives directly into the plan’s 

construction process. Some may argue that incorporating vulnerable populations and their 

representatives is not necessary, and planning should be left to the professionals. I do not agree 

with this argument, as planning’s history has shown time and again that planners do not always 

make the best decisions, engage the right stakeholders, or act in the best interests of their 
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communities. Instead, I argue that policymakers can improve upon the conditions identified in 

this project by strategizing to do more than simple outreach to vulnerable populations and their 

representatives. Instead, policymakers could construct more robust citizen engagement process, 

encouraging vulnerable populations, their representatives, and representatives of justice interests 

broadly to participate in the planning process as co-contributors with essential local and social 

knowledge to share about their day-to-day life. I am reminded of John Rawls’ difference 

principle, where “social and economic inequalities, for example inequalities of wealth and 

authority, are just only if they result in compensating benefits for everyone, and in particular for 

the least advantaged members of society” (Rawls, 1971, 13). Climate change is only going to 

exacerbate existing social inequities unless planners are able to engage those least-advantaged in 

a much deeper way than we see in this dataset. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion and Implications for Future Work 

 I conclude this project where I began it, with Linda Shi’s contribution in New Security 

Beat. In this piece, Shi asks one final and crucial question of her audience:  

Whether existing mechanisms for city planning and regional governance, created in an 

era when the climate was stable and most people lived in rural areas, can be the 

foundation of a just society when most people live in cities, the boundaries of which 

bleed into one another, and the climate is increasingly unstable. (Shi, 2016). 

 

While I cannot answer this contention definitively, my research suggests that existing climate 

planning mechanisms in the United States are not adequate to achieve a just society in a 

changing world. I argue that not only do existing mechanisms not meet the standards for a just 

society because they reflect a bygone era of rural, stable governments, but because the history of 

planning has often promoted and mirrored the existing social inequities in a community. My 

dataset indicates that—rural or urban, small or big, ethnically diverse or majority white—most 

municipal US climate plans do not strongly represent their larger constituency in the planning 

process and instead perpetuate the existing inequities behind the guise of “adaptation.”  

 My major findings indicate that while equity, justice, environmental justice, and 

vulnerable populations are discussed to some extent in a variety of ways throughout the dataset, 

they do not engage with the principles of equity and justice in deeply meaningful ways. Instead, 

many of the references to equity and justice are piecemeal, vague, and rarely associated with a 

specific strategy. Discussions of environmental justice are more often connected with strategies 

of outreach and stakeholder engagement, however, environmental justice codes were the least 

frequently discussed in this dataset; and when discussing vulnerable populations, the authors do 

not connect issues of vulnerability to issues of systemic social inequities, or the cumulative 

impacts of vulnerability to climate change when race, age, income, gender, etc. interact. Overall, 

these findings indicate that while the climate plans do acknowledge equity and justice, the 
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discussion of these concepts is rather shallow. As I explored some potential relationships 

between different variables, I found several additional items: First, the relationship between the 

type of plan and the type of coded equity terms suggests that the type of plan shapes some of the 

ways that equity is framed and considered by policymakers; Second, the lack of relationship 

between city characteristics, namely demographics, and justice or equity concerns suggests that 

planning for climate change is more a function of who is at the decision-making table than city-

characteristics; and Lastly, if equity considerations are a function of those at the decision-making 

table, vulnerable populations and their representatives must be more strongly integrated into the 

planning process. 

 These findings are ripe for additional study. My project could be expanded to include a 

larger sample size; to feature interviews of city planning officials, local nonprofits/groups that 

could represent equity interests and vulnerable populations, or the members of vulnerable 

populations themselves; a researcher could use case studies of different cities to explore more 

deeply the ways that certain cities discuss equity and justice in their plans versus a more detailed 

analysis of city-specific characteristics or planning processes. My project could be analyzed 

further: what definitions of equity did she use? How could equity be defined in other terms not 

identified here? How would the project be different if it focused on adaptation-only, or hazard 

mitigation plans? My project could be replicated in different types of plans to assess perhaps 

how policymakers plan for equity in the comprehensive planning process, or through other plans, 

or could be repeated for confirmation of results. That is the beauty of a mixed-method 

approach—the quantitative content analysis offers a standardized protocol and set of procedures 

for obtaining the initial coding information in a way that is thorough and replicable, while the 
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qualitative content analysis is flexible enough to be adjusted to meet the questions of the 

researcher and the trends provided in the plan content. 

 Throughout this paper, I have noted subject areas where additional research could be 

focused. One that I find particularly interesting is the concept of climate refugees. While this was 

not the most common code, it appeared several times, and within different objectives and 

strategies. Some plans identified climate refugees as a fact of climate change, and simply wanted 

to prepare for an influx of population. Other plans identified climate migrants as both a 

vulnerable population and a threat, leaving the researcher to wonder where the line between 

vulnerability and threat, insider and outsider can be drawn through the climate plan? I feel that 

nearly every section of the findings and discussion could be developed into additional research 

projects, made valuable by the methodology they represent, and the significant topic of equitable 

adaptation to climate change. 

 Climate plans demonstrate who has the power to make decisions, and this project has 

attempted to shine a light into those spaces and groups who are absent in the plans, and in the 

planning process. This project has indicated that future climate planners and policymakers have a 

long road ahead of them; beyond that arduous task of planning for climate change, they must 

invest time and resources in truly understanding how inequity and vulnerability will be increased 

by climate change. This work requires drawing back the “rational planner’s” veil of science to 

acknowledge the planner’s role within a political, powerful process and a larger set of social 

conditions that they have the power to shape and improve. If municipal plans hold the future of 

climate adaptation, then the local planning office is a space of immense power. What I have 

attempted to demonstrate with this research is that planning professionals and policymakers have 

a choice in planning for climate change. We can continue to throw the term “equity” into plans 
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when its convenient, or frame vulnerability as a set of scientific facts that lead one population to 

experience more impacts than others. Or we can put ourselves, our biases, or subjectivities front 

and center, and engage others who can bring their subjectivities and their knowledge to the 

planning table, acknowledging that climate change is as much a social issue as it is an 

environmental one. Perhaps the next debate over climate change no longer needs to be 

anthropocentric vs. natural, but instead should be a series of questions about how the social 

world shapes our understandings of climate change, and how planners can better acknowledge 

and improve upon existing social conditions as a byproduct of climate change. Without a 

discussion of the social world, the best we can hope for is “unequal adaptation,” but I hold out 

hope that planners and policymakers can smartly look at the past, acknowledge the present 

conditions, and plan for a more equitable future for the communities they represent and serve. 
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Appendix 

 

1. Eight rungs on the ladder of citizen participation from Arnstein, 1969 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Sample Overlap between my project and Shrock and colleagues, 2015 

 

 Schrock et al. (2015) Overstreet (Thesis, 2016) 

Boston, MA A Climate of Progress 2011 Climate Ready Boston 2013 

Chula Vista, CA Climate Change Working 

Group Measures 

Implementation Plan 

2008/2011 

Climate Change Working 

Group Measures 

Implementation Plan 

2008/2011 

New York, NY PlaNYC 2011 update PlaNYC 2011 update 

Portland, OR City of Portland and 

Multnomah County Climate 

Action Plan 2009 

City of Portland and 

Multnomah County Climate 

Action Plan 2009 

Seattle, WA Seattle, a Climate of Change: 

Meeting the Kyoto Challenge 

2006 

Seattle, a Climate of Change: 

Meeting the Kyoto Challenge 

2006 

Washington, D.C. Climate of Opportunity Sustainability DC 2009 
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3. Author Agencies in Quantitative Coding Protocol 

 City Agencies/Departments 

 Planning 

 Environmental Agency 

 Forestry 

 Parks and Recreation 

 Public Works/Engineering 

 Faciltiies 

 Executive Office 

 Legislative/City Council 

 Attorney/Legal 

 Fire 

 Police 

 Emergency Management 

 Economic/Redevelopment 

 Water/Sewer/Stormwater 

 Finance/Budget/Tax/Assessors 

 Public Information 

 Information Technology 

 Housing 

 Social Services/Youth/Families 

 Public Health 

 Transportation Agency 

 Inspections/Building Department 

 GIS 

 Other City Agency or Department 

 Business/NGOs/Other Governments 

 Electric Utility 

 Chamber of Commerce/Business Organizations 

 Builder/Developers/Realtors 

 Individual Business/Corporation 

 Environmental Non-Profit 

 Neighborhood Organization 

 University 

 Regional Planning 

 County Government 

 State Government 

 Federal Government 

 Neighboring Jurisdiction (other than county city is in) 

 Media 

 Disaster Volunteer Groups 

 Professional Organizations 

 School District 

 NOAA/NWS 

 Other non-city organization 
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4. Demographic Variables 

 Population 

 Percent aged under 5 

 Percent aged under 18 

 Percent elderly 

 Percent women 

 Percent White 

 Percent Black 

 Percent American Indian 

 Percent Asian 

 Percent Native Hawaiian 

 Percent 2+ races 

 Percent Hispanic 

 Veterans 

 Percent Foreign Born 

 Percent First Language non-English 

 Percent High school diploma 

 Percent bachelor’s degree 

 Percent disability 

 Percent without insurance 

 Percent unemployment 

 Median income 

 Percent in poverty 
 


