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• Too many Philadelphia residents 
live in the “struggle space,” where 
daily struggles to survive resulting 
from histories of disinvestment and 
discrimination can create challenges 
for long-term climate planning.

• Successful climate planning 
will require that the city take an 
integrated approach that combines 
racial and social justice with climate 
change mitigation and resilience.

• If the city plans without this 
integration, it risks alienating 
residents and exacerbating 
inequalities through green 
gentrification.

• Effective and socially-just climate 
planning can improve public 
health and make neighborhoods 
more resilient while uplifting 
communities without displacing 
residents, but must be approached 
with intentionality and awareness.

Unless Philadelphia centers climate planning and 
development policies around equity and resident-
identified needs, the city risks replicating and 
exacerbating historic racial injustices. The city 
needs to work collaboratively with communities 
to identify and innovatively plan for climate 
investments that offer tangible opportunities to 
transition to a sustainable, green, equitable, and 
carbon-neutral city that improves the lives of Black 
and Brown residents. The city has the building 
blocks to do this, but must rethink its piecemeal, 
“growth driven,” exclusionary, fragmented, 
and sectoral approach to urban planning and 
policymaking. It is time for Philadelphia to be 
ambitious with its vision of a just, inclusive, 
climate-ready, and sustainable future. The 
opportunity is now.

The “struggle space,” the overwhelming structural 
and racial injustices (historic, current, and future) 
that too-often determine Black and Brown lives, 
must be the focus of Philadelphia’s urban and 
climate policies. By the struggle space we refer to 
communities and residents whose primary focus 
is the struggle to survive. Too often these residents 
are forced to make choices based on their most 
basic needs and, for pragmatic reasons, are not able 
to focus on or fight for more long-term concerns 
like climate. If the city does not proactively plan for 
climate justice, it will miss a critical opportunity 
to rebuild these communities with the protective 
green space they need to be resilient (and recreate). 
Reinvesting in neighborhoods that have suffered 
past and present injustices is critical for any 
climate planning; however, Black and Brown 
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communities have been consistently marginalized by 
and excluded from planning and decision-making. To 
ensure that past mistakes are not repeated, climate 
planning needs to empower and engage these same 
communities.

The impacts of racism and injustice can be measured 
in the persistent ways that they determine people’s 
quality of life today, often along sharply-drawn racial 
lines.1 Philadelphia’s Black and Brown residents talk 
of the “raw deal” that communities of color continue 
to experience. The terms of injustice change for these 
communities: redlining and disinvestment have 
given way to gentrification and greening and the 
associated displacement; unregulated development 
threatens historic buildings, neighborhood character, 
and community green spaces; and environmental 
hazards such as trash, dumping on vacant lots, lead 
and asbestos in schools and homes, and air pollution 
negatively affect community health.2 a The city 
currently has a variety of plans and commitments 
that highlight racial, social, and environmental justice 
as well as climate change mitigation and resilience, 
but Philadelphia’s politicians and policymakers have 
yet to codify firm institutional changes or make 
the necessary governance changes that will lead 
to a more equitable, anti-racist, environmentally-
sustainable city.

Looking to the future, inequalities will be exacerbated 
through climate vulnerabilities. The City of 
Philadelphia will be wetter and hotter, and the 
(mostly Black and Brown) neighborhoods of the 
struggle space that already lack tree cover, parks, 
open space, and adequate weatherization and air 
conditioning will be the hottest and most vulnerable. 
These are the same communities that were redlined, 
demonstrating a direct link between past planning 
injustices and current and future vulnerabilities.3 4

Philadelphia is one of the most rapidly gentrifying 
cities in the country.5 Struggle space communities 
need investment in housing and greenspaces, but 
too often necessary development and environmental 

a.  Russell Zerbo and Christina Rosan often meet on Friday mornings on Zoom with members of the North Philadelphia 
Registered Community Organizations (RCO) Collaborative. This is a partial listing of the concerns that the members want 
to see addressed.

improvement projects are harbingers of gentrification 
and displacement. It is no wonder that talk 
about climate adaptation planning, greening, and 
reinvestment is often met with distrust in the 
communities that need protective climate investment 
the most. Academics have suggested we should make 
communities “just green enough” so that they are 
improved but not gentrified,6 consigning struggle 
space neighborhoods to perpetually uneven access 
to amenities out of fear that those amenities will 
lead to displacement. The city can, and must, do 
better. There are many proven policies to prevent 
gentrification like rent-control and rent stabilization, 
investments in affordable housing, Community Land 
Trusts, Housing Trust Funds, levying and enforcing 
property taxes on private development, as well as 
providing assistance to lower-income, first-time home 
buyers and exemptions from property tax increases 
to seniors and longtime residents. Currently, the City 
of Philadelphia does not collect property taxes on 
new construction via the 10-year new construction 
property tax abatement. This policy privileges new 
development over old and contributes to gentrification 
and displacement. It is a policy that no longer makes 
sense. In addition, the city’s lax enforcement of 
building codes, dust standards, lead and asbestos 
hazards, rental licenses, and trash and illegal 
dumping further endangers public health. The city’s 
failure to enforce existing regulations encourages an 
environment where construction and infrastructure 
is both largely unregulated and deteriorating. These 
current practices exacerbate the problems of the 
struggle space. Black and Brown residents find 
themselves fending off new development and facing 
increased property taxes and higher rents at the same 
time that they are fighting for basic infrastructure 
and public services.

To plan for a just climate future, the city needs to 
urgently address rapid gentrification and development 
and plan for livable and equitable communities for 
the people who are here already. Actions must be 
taken quickly. Rents and property taxes are rising. 
Vacant land is being rapidly redeveloped. If the city 
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plans for greening without addressing housing and 
city tax policies, it risks “green gentrification” and 
displacement.7 This conundrum can be solved by 
intentional, progressive, anti-racist, anti-displacement, 
intersectional, and coordinated planning. Low-
income residents must be able to benefit from 
neighborhood improvements without being priced 
out of their communities. The city needs proactive 
policies that protect and stabilize affordability, 
such as rent control, ending the new construction 
property tax abatement, reopening the Philly First 
Home program, and expanding public housing. 
Previously, Philadelphia’s Black communities were 
victimized by redlining, which disinvested and 
prohibited investments in neighborhoods of color via 
institutionally codified banking practices. Non-white 
Philadelphians still feel the negative effects of this as 
housing stock continues to deteriorate in underserved 
communities amid the increasing effects of climate 
change. The city must ensure that greening and 
livability initiatives are connected with reducing the 
Black-white wealth gap by providing access to low-
cost capital for home purchase; ensuring equal access 
to mortgages, home repairs, weatherization, and 
energy efficiency; as well as training and incentivizing 
Black and Brown-owned businesses to improve 
climate preparedness and greening. If neighborhoods 
need green space, vacant land should be identified 
and protected for greenspace redevelopment. If the 
space needs to be maintained, Black and Brown-
owned businesses should be hired for that important 
work. The same goes for developing and protecting 
affordable housing and ensuring longer-term 
affordability.

Improving public health and making neighborhoods 
more resilient to climate change should economically 
uplift communities, not raise rents and property 
values so that lower-income residents are priced 
out of safe communities. Expanding greenspace and 
other recreational space must be accompanied by 
economic policies that keep current residents in their 
homes. A Neighborhood Bill of Rights where residents 
identify what they want to see in their communities 
is one way to connect concerns about the struggle 
space and lack of neighborhood amenities with the 
opportunities of climate policy investments. We have 
also developed a Green Infrastructure Equity Index8 

that was designed to identify community need for 
green stormwater infrastructure.9 A similar tool 
could be developed in conjunction with community 
residents to identify needs and optimize climate 
investments.10 This tool would enable community 
input into budget prioritization similar to other 
cities’ Participatory Budgeting strategies.11 Once 
communities proactively identify their needs, they 
can work with officials across agencies to design 
intersectional, community-led solutions. While many 
city programs prioritize fixing the easiest or cheapest 
problems first, this approach can easily exacerbate 
inequalities. To plan for equity, the city must focus 
on areas of community-identified need, even if this is 
more expensive or less politically expedient. Equity 
means that neighborhoods that lack amenities should 
be prioritized for investments, and these investments 
should be designed so as not to spur displacement.

It is increasingly clear that waiting for, incentivizing, 
and prioritizing redevelopment of land by private 
developers will not lead to just or climate-ready 
outcomes. The city needs community control over 
land if all neighborhoods are to have access to green 
space and affordable housing. This can happen in 
the form of a Community Land Trust. Other cities 
have been successful in using Community Land 
Trusts to secure affordable housing, green space, 
and food production. An exciting model is the 
Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative in Boston.12 
They have produced rental, homeownership, and 
job opportunities; green space; recreation; and 
food access while protecting against displacement. 
Philadelphia has a Land Bank, but the city needs to 
develop and adopt community-controlled mechanisms 
where residents identify the best use of vacant land 
and the terms of redevelopment.

If Philadelphia’s leaders want to focus on climate 
justice and racial equity, current planning practices 
must be questioned. The effects of climate change 
are intersectional. By this we mean that impacts 
of climate change will intersect with issues of the 
struggle space to create new sets of concerns. The 
challenge of green gentrification is a perfect example. 
While greening advocates support efforts to mitigate 
climate change and improve communities, they have 
only recently recognized that greening “intersects” 
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with disadvantage to create gentrification. Where 
environmental, economic, and health concerns 
intersect, plans to address one set of concerns risk 
exacerbating other concerns if those intersections 
are not considered and accounted for. The city needs 
to understand these risks and plan for them in a 
coordinated, community informed, and intersectional 
way.

Philadelphia has a lot of important sectoral plans, but 
not an overarching or intersectional vision to address 
climate change, housing affordability, educational 
opportunity, heat vulnerability, and economic, racial, 
and social justice. There must also be a clear effort 
to turn various planning documents into enforceable 
policy. Currently, the City of Philadelphia lacks a 
method for checking the goals and commitments of 
one department against another. The city’s Climate 
Action Playbook, the Housing for Equity Action Plan, 
the Philadelphia Transit Plan, the Philly Tree Plan, 
the Philadelphia Gas Works Diversification Study, 
and the Philadelphia2035 Comprehensive Plan need 
to be updated to be synergistic with each other. 
Planning for climate, sustainability, and resilience 
without systematic and historical thinking and 
community engagement misses opportunities for 
coordination and risks developing policies and plans 
that reproduce and exacerbate existing inequalities. 
City agencies must increase community engagement 
and communications across agencies and work 
collaboratively with communities to ensure that 
public needs are met. Aligning of equity goals must 
not only be prioritized across agencies and programs 
but institutionalized as a significant priority in the 
day-to-day work of all city employees.

The city must also develop planning tools and 
mechanisms for residents to play more than an 
advisory role in planning decisions. While the 
city seeks input from Registered Community 
Organizations (RCOs) on zoning decisions, 
community volunteers are constantly left pushing 
back against wealthy developers and feeling 
frustrated when their concerns are ignored. Residents 
and community organizations want to be part of the 
process of rethinking and designing the sustainable 
city of the future in more than an advisory role. They 
should be valued as visionaries and change agents 

who set the terms of the plans that will shape their 
neighborhoods. A new comprehensive plan that 
focuses on equity and racial, economic, educational, 
climate, and land justice could be an opportunity 
for a new form of community-engaged planning 
that acknowledges past injustice, values community 
expertise, and uses climate change planning as a 
restorative practice. Within this plan there must 
be a codified mechanism for city agencies to check 
their own internal goals with the goals of other local 
agencies and departments.

To adopt innovative city-wide policies that meet 
community needs, we need urgency, leadership, 
awareness, community empowerment, and political 
will. We will also need the funding to implement 
innovative climate justice policies: this money will 
need to come from federal, state, regional, local, 
and private funds. In addition, we need to think 
and act like a region. To be a sustainable city with 
resilient infrastructure, we need to be a sustainable 
region. Philadelphia will need its suburban neighbors 
to contribute resources through tax sharing and 
more robust regional planning arrangements. The 
region shares air, water, transport, and foodsheds 
that need to be planned for and coordinated across 
municipalities, particularly as climate will stress these 
resources. Suburban neighbors rely on Philadelphia’s 
robust economy and depend on improvements in 
Philadelphia’s infrastructure. Philadelphians must 
be further compensated for the use of their city, 
particularly considering that Philadelphia’s degrading 
infrastructure continues to wear and tear amid 
constant through-traffic. Along with the current wage 
tax structure that penalizes residents who live and 
work in the city, Philadelphia has some of the lowest 
bridge tolls in the country, which are ultimately 
regressive taxes that incentivize wealthier people to 
live outside the city where they have access to well-
funded schools and other quality of life amenities. 
In addition, Philadelphia’s universities should work 
together to play a leadership role in the just climate 
transition.

The only solutions to climate change that will work 
in Philadelphia are those that address the extreme 
racial and income inequality that has dominated the 
city and region in the post-industrial era, forcing 
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generation after generation into the struggle space. 
There is growing interest in equitable climate 
planning as a way forward. With more progressive 
City Councilors and a new mayor coming in 2024, as 
well as with the hiring of the City’s Climate Resilience 
Officer, there are exciting opportunities to leverage 
city, regional, state, and federal resources to work 
towards climate justice, but to accomplish this we 
have a lot of healing to do first. The struggle space 
needs to be acknowledged, addressed, and repaired. 
We need to start with a humanizing approach: 
listening to people’s stories about their struggle 
space. Through more inclusive, community-led, 
intersectional, and reparative planning processes that 
engage across governance scales, Philadelphia can use 
the opportunities of planning for climate to create a 
racially-just and climate-ready city. We need to act 
quickly and boldly.
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