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This project analyzes selected articles addressing various topics in the environmental planning 
field. It then provides a critical perspective of the discussed topic through an equity and social jus-
tice lens. Given my interest in international planning, my analysis applies the analyzed topics by 
drawing on international examples, particularly in Latin America. Equity is understood as the just 
and fair inclusion into a society in which all can participate, prosper, and reach their full potential. 
Given the complexity of environmental planning and the scaling impact its outcomes have, it is 
important to consider if the processes and benefits of environmental planning are being distribut-
ed fairly. 

Vision Statement: 

I approach environmental planning from a social justice perspective. For centuries, there have 
been deliberate decisions and practices that have led to the deterioration of the environment, 
which have often affected marginalized communities disproportionately.

It will take intentional, multi-pronged, and concerted solutions to reverse the negative outcomes 
of urbanization and development. As an environmental planner, I hope to help create processes 
that allow ordinary people to better understand their environment and feel empowered to take 
part in engineering solutions and to take action.
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2 Influential Ideas in Environmental Planning

Characteristics of the Environmental Movement4

T H E  P R O G R E S S I O N  O F  E N V I R O N E M TA L  P L A N N I N G
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In the late 19th century, a hand full of think tanks began analyzing the impact of human action on the environment and the need to design our 
landscape in accordance with natural characteristics of the environment. The legacy of such thinkers who began advocating for the importance of 
ecological considerations for sustainable development is seen in many of the federal entities and policies meant to protect natural areas today. As 
modern landscape planning evolved as a profession, there was a push to better understand and integrate ecological factors into regional planning. 
The United States specially has a myriad of policies that seek to better manage the interaction between humans and their environment. The follow-
ing ideas have helped shape contenporary understanding and implementation of environmental planning strategies: 

I N F L U E N T I A L  I D E A S  I N  L A N D S C A P E  P L A N N I N G

Until the 18th century  tremendous value was 
given to the aesthetic landscape.  Although 
access to natural spaces was reserved for the 
royal and upper classes. Jean-Marie Mor el 
de Kiode (1728-1810) designed the Famous 
landscapeat Ermenonville, near Paris de-
signed by respecting and taking advantage 
of the natural process of  the site, it’s terrain, 
hydrology, vegetation, and drainage1. 

Ebenezer Howard developed Garden City 
concept, which advocated for controlled 
and deliberate planning of healthy self-sus-
tained communities surrounded by a 
greenbelt--an important concept for urban 
development in America and Europe in the 
20th century suggesting a growing aware-
ness of the environmental and health im-
pacts of industrialization.2
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Richard Prichot helped establish the con-
servation movement in the United States. 
He coined the term “coservation ethic” 
which sought to maintaining the health 
of the natural world, its fisheries, habitats, 
and biological diversity as well as  to con-
serve natural resources and energy. Prichot 
promoted scientific forestry advocating for 
the controlled, profitable use of forests and 
other natural resources so they would be of 
maximum benefit to mankind3.

In 1970 Congress passed the National En-
vironmeal Policy Act (NEPA) which for the 
first time, required open public participa-
tion, landscape preplanning, mitigation of 
detrimental impacts, and public review of all 
significant planning actions. This suggested 
a shift in consciousness in the country in re-
sponse to harmful effects of pollution. Var-
ious other laws were passed to protect the 
environemtn, such as the Clear Air Act and 
the Clean Water Act4. 
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Rachel Carson is widely known for her book the 
Silent Spring which helped start the modern envi-
ronmental movement. Her insterests first revolved 
around ocean biology but later she became in-
terested in the effects of chemicals and perticides 
on the environment. Carson helped illustrate the 
interdependece of humans and the environment, 
pointing to the longterm ecological and health 
consequences of industrial activities5. 

Despite the many contributions of women in the history of and in the contemporary field of environmental planning, their contributions are often 
underrepresented in the discourse of the progression of environmental and landscape planning. Women helped influenced the changing con-
sciousness and understanding of resource management and the human impact on the environment.  As early as 1970, the first world conference 
on women discussed the issues of women and the environment. Women’s contributions to environmental planning tend to be action-oriented 
addressing concerns relating to the livelihoods of entire communities, particularly marginalized communities. Women’s solution to pollution, 
changing climates and resource depletion tend to go beyond simply protecting natural resources, by devising sustainable forms of food production 
or income generating ventures. Some of the influential women in environmental planning are as follows:

The Green Belt Movement was led by Wangari 
Maathai in 1977 which sought to bring environ-
mental restoration along with economic growth, 
by planting trees. The movement was in response 
to the diminishing forests in Kenya and also 
served to empowerural women as environmental 
preservationists. By 2005m30 milliontrees had 
been planted in both private and publci land as 
part of this movement6. 

The Chipko movement started in India when 
women protested commercial logging by hugging 
trees that were meant to be cut. The movement, 
adopted he slogan “ecology is permanent econ-
omy” reflecting the dependence on the trees for 
their economic livelihood7. 

Winona LaDuke is an American environmental-
ist, economist, and writer, known for her work 
on tribal land claims and preservation, as well 
as sustainable development. She is the executive 
director of Honor the Earth,  a national advocacy 
group encouraging public support and funding 
for Native environmental groups. With Honor 
the Earth, Winona works nationally and interna-
tionally on issues of climate change, renewable 
energy, sustainable development, food systems 
and environmental justice. Members of Honor 
the Earth were active in the Dakota Access Pipe-
line protests. 8



The Environmental Movements is characterized as being non-institutional informal network.  Environmental movement supporters can 
be found globally allowif for the participation of diverse groups, regardless of class, religious, political and physical barriers.  The Internet 
has helped the spread of information about environmental issues and facilitated the process of organizing around a specific issue national-
ly and internationally. However, here are often different environmental focus between majority (areas that have high population and own 
the least amount of resources) and minority worlds (areas that have the least populations and own the most resources). The majority world 
tends to focus on human health, shelter, survival and food security while the minority world focuses on natural preservation. An interest-
ing concept is that of “glocalization” which describes the championing of the local environmental struggles and responds with homoge-
nized, simplistic and western solutions9. Environmental Movements can be understood within three levels of analysis:

CHARACTERISTIC S  OF  THE  E N V I RONMENTA L MOVEMENT

N a t i o n a l  F r a m e w o r k
Dispite the internationality of the environmental 
movement, the national political and economic con-
text of a country influences the environmental issues 
it prioritizes. 

C a m p a i g n s
Decisions within the environmental movement are often 
made within environemental campaigns which are de-
fined by a shared sense of time and place, where activits 
come together with a specific or closely aligned set of 
goals. 

I s s u e  B a n n e r
Movements are sucategorized creating additional parameters 
around which their identities cluster and coalesce.  There are 
particular styles, elements, issues, or themes that fall within the 
broad rubric of environmentalism: forest movements; move-
ments, against mining; or anti-roads movements. 
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To showcase how the three levels of analysis can manifest in real life 
I apply them to a current movement in Nicaragua. In Latin America 
coun-tries, environmental activists are more likely to be met with vio-
lence by the government or groups whose economic gains are threat-
ened by environmental activism. 

The environmental movement in Honduras exists within a national 
framework that is characterized by the repression of human rights. The 
country experienced a coup d’état in 2009 putting in place politicians, 
businesses and military officers who have backed environmentally 
de-structive projects. The impact of the political climate in Honduras 
and the culture of corruption is exemplified by the fact that at least 120 
en-vironmental activists have been murdered since 2010. One of the 
movement’s “issue banner” is to advocate for the preservation of en-
vi-ronmental ecosystems which are considered sacred by indigenous 
people, and are often tied to their economic survival10.

The Civil Council of Popular Indigenous Organizations of Honduras 
is a specific campaign within the larger movement , which demands 
that investors withdraw from the Agua Zarca Dam Project. This proj-
ect is one of the hundreds of the environmentally destructive projects 
that moved forward without community consultations. In 2016, Berta 
Ca-ceres, who was leading this campaign was murdered, leading to the 
withdrawal of funds from the projects main investors11.
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Environmental Planning relies of a set of tools which have been devised as the movement has progresses. Environmental labels 
for example, which provide certification for constructions that reaches green standards, have the potential to provide significant 
benefits to the environment by setting green building standards and eventually normalizing the need to consider the environ-
mental impact of construction projects. It is widely understood that green buildings provide various benefits such as their ability 
to reduce energy and water usage, lower operating and maintenance costs, as well as contribution sot enhanced occupant pro-
ductivity and health. Environmentally certified buildings can also have a positive effect on occupancy level.
But do assessment tools, which measure the performance levels of buildings, predict project actual outcomes and thus 
eco-friendly performance? So far while the adoption of an environmental label system is a step in the right direction, there have 
been practices or lack of procedural requirements that diminish the impact that environmental label systems are meant to have. 
Assessment tools are often employed during the design and construction phase of projects and no assessment is made once a 
project is complete12. 

One popular environmental certification is the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design certification (LEED). Some of 
the problems with LEED are that:
(1) The LEED point system, which only requires 40 out of 100 points to acquire certification, encourages builders to “game” 
the system. This structure allocates the same amount of points to quick and easy “green” amenities that don’t provide real envi-
ronmental value that it does to investments that generate renewable energy or decrease water usage, for example.
(2) LEED is difficult and expensive to implement which poses issues especially for small-scale projects.
(3) LEED building evaluation often ignores context and performance. Whether a building is sustainable or not is not only 
due to the building itself but also on whether it contributes or detracts from the sustainability of its location. Additionally, it is 
important to consider how buildings are used. The benefits of using certain materials to construct a building for example are 
almost cancelled out if the building will house activity that has high long-lasting environmental costs.
(4) As LEED certification becomes more mainstream, attaining certification will be just another requirement, putting even 
less emphasis on its true purpose. 

The general issue is the tendency to seek immediate economic return that environmental certification can have in place of an in-
herent consideration for environmental integrity. The latest iteration of the LEED certification attempts to address some of these 
problems by adopting additional impact categories such as whether a building contributes to reversing global climate change or 
helps improve human health. 
 

E N V I R O N M E N TA L  L A B E L S
Furthermore, its new version includes a Social Equity Credit which assesses whether a project sets 
standards like creating more equitable, healthier, and more supportive environments for construction 
workers during project construction through; Ensuring fair and equitable pay and benefits for work 
performed; Promoting employable skill development, Promoting personal financial and health stability; 
Promoting corporate social responsibility at an organizational level by the firms of the project owner, 
financier, architects/engineers, contractors, product manufacturers, etc. In an attempt to achieve what-
ever goal it sets, environmental assessment tools must fully consider the cultural and economic context 
that will guide builder’s adoption of environmental standards, The Social Equity Credit is  a step in the 
right direction, as it attempt to measure more long-lasting impacts. This is especially important in the 
construction industry, in which workers tend to face instances of wage theft, suggesting the certification 
scheme is moving in the right direction of including equity considerations into their process. 

However, there is still a question of whether the numeric models that measure environmental impact 
through these assessment tool and dictate environmental guidelines actually translate to ecological pro-
tection which also have equity implications. 

12



R E S I L I E N C Y  P L A N N I N G :  B E R K E L E Y,  C A L I F O R N I A
The tradeoffs of development are common considerations in the sustainability discourse. Cities like Berkeley have progres-
sive policies that aim to attain sustainability and equity but don’t necessarily achieve environmental integrity. Nonetheless, 
zoning and policies are put in place to mitigate the impact of new development—that while responding to population 
growth and needs—can also have negative social and environmental impacts.

Local planning processes provide an opportunity for commuities to envision their future and often include resiliency 
strategies for new developemt. However, the tradeoffs don’t always benefit all residents equally.  Transit oriented devel-
opment for example is used as a growth management strategy and in some cases a sustainability strategy. The rationale is 
that by concentrating mixed used development in one area close to public transportation a more integrated and walkable 
community is created. This reduces the need for car ownership and decreases incentive to sprawl, which in turn reduces 
pollution and environmental damage. I think transit oriented development can be good, but it doesn’t always provide equal 
social benefits. For example, although there is usually some provision for developing affordable housing in transit-oriented 
development areas, development tends to be centered on high cost luxury apartments. This has the potential to displace 
residents due to rising housing costs.

Additionally, despite the focus on public transportation, transit oriented development does increase density, which puts 
additional pressure on area resources and infrastructure. Affordable housing is a huge issue in the Bay Area and should be 
considered at every attempt for new development. The first thing the city can do is make sure residents have rent protec-
tion. In case of new mixed use or residential development on city owned land, I think the city should dictate that it meet 
additional criteria that go above existing inclusionary zoning policies. Finally, I think developers need to be more respon-
sive to community needs regarding not only housing but also sustainability. Community Benefits schemes should accom-
pany new development and should be focused on achieving sustainability goals devised by the community. For example, 
developers should contribute to a fund that allows households to install solar panels.

Additionally, while Berkeley like many other cities have a long way to go, Berkeley has made strides toward more equity. 
For example, in its Resilience Plan it includes clear equity consideration, particularly regarding racial equity. As part if its 
racial equity goal it has set the objectives to develop a City Racial
Equity Action Plan, Create a multi-departmental City “Advancing Racial Equity Team”, and to continue to partner with or-
ganizations and institutions in the community to advance community-wide racial equity,  The city is currently in a process 
of developing an equity tool, which would be systematically used in all new development projects to ensure racial equity is 
being critically analysed and steps are taking to avoid displacement and preserve the racial heritage of Berkeley’s commu-
nities.

13



There are many tools for promoting environmental protection in sustainability. Inter-state planning involves the collaboration of two or 
more states in addressing issues that cross state borders. Inter-state planning is important since one state’s activity may impact another 
state. This is especially true of environmental issues such as air and water pollution that permeate political borders. States will often seek 
to minimize the impact of economic activity and end up transferring that impact onto another state. Because states are not required to 
measure the impact their activity has on other states or listen to opposition from residents of other states, they may engage in activity 
that is not economically justified from an interstate or regional perspective. An interesting inefficiency that inter state planning can help 
solve is that of the lack of knowledge and expertise. Especially within government agencies, there are inefficacies that stem from the lack 
of expertise and skills in a certain field. There may not be anyone in a team that has adequate expertise on a project’s impact on wildlife 
for example. This is especially true when considering impact on ecosystems outside one’s state.

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) has helped mitigate a potentially catastrophic environmental impacts. NEPA has 
allowed for more transparency through information disclosure and public participation. Though community input through the NEPA 
process is often solicited when an agency submits a formal proposal so its doesn’t include community input in the process design stage. 
This makes the public distrust the process and be less likely to participation in future public hearing opportunities. Secondly, through 
NEPA agencies are required to identify alternatives to reduce or avoid environmental damage but are not required to choose an alterna-
tive that will produce the least amount of damage. Although the process of examining alternative may lead to better alternatives being 
chosen, the regulation ultimately has no teeth if it can’t require agencies to choose the best alternative, which would help avoid the 
cumulative impact of development decisions that are not as good as they should be.

Despite the existence of local, regional and national tools to promote environmental planning, the implementation of programs and 
policies for sustainability still poses many challenges. For example, Ethiopia has developed legal frameworks to provide guidelines for 
climate change mitigation. However, there challenges that ultimately minimize the effect these frameworks can have, namely the lack of 
integration of policies, lack of communication between planning, environmental agencies and disaster management units, and the lack 
of stakeholder involvement. An inter-governmental and interdisciplinary approach to mitigating climate change is essential to devel-
oping integrated adaptation strategies that make the best use of resources and produce more effective solutions. The lack of commu-
nication between different municipalities makes the process of planning for long-term solutions difficult. Furthermore, climate issues 
permeate political boundaries and their solutions should too. More intergovernmental communication may allow different municipal-
ities and different levels of government to pool together their resources to produce solutions that may prepare for climate change on a 
much larger scale.

I N S T I T U T I O N A L  C H A L L E N G E S  T O  E N V I R O N M E N TA L  P L A N N I N G
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Interdisciplinary communication is also extremely important as it allows for the exchange of 
knowledge and expertise among sectors. Planning departments need the information that envi-
ronmental agencies collect and these agencies can use the power of intervention within planning 
departments to implement projects. This is especially important in response to the lack of stake-
holder involvement in land use planning processes. Communities are often left out of resiliency 
planning but are well equipped to provide information about the local impact of climate change, 
their capacities to adapt to the changing environment and the social and economic consider-
ations for finding solutions that are specific to a city. I personally think that government agencies 
all over the world are already full of inefficiencies, so integrating environmental efforts is a huge 
challenge. Furthermore, local communities may choose not to participate in these processes if 
they are skeptical of government interventions or may not believe that their input will enact any 
change. When considering these very basic challenges, it is understandable that environmental 
guidelines are barely implemented when so much groundwork has yet to be laid to even begin to 
implement guidelines.



Climate Change adaptation strategies tend to follow a top down model based on generalized scenarios that focus on 
future climate predictions. This could be one of the reasons why adaptation planning has had limited success in its 
implementation phase. This approach doesn’t consider several factors that impact different communities’ adaptive 
capacity13.  It requires therefore that we ask the following questions: “Do the affected communities have access to the 
existing technology? Can they afford the technology? Are they receptive to it and motivated to make the necessary 
changes? Do they possess the necessary skills, knowledge or awareness to want to adapt and be able to do so? What 
other stresses are they subject to? How are their potential adaptation choices affected by the social, economic, politi-
cal, and environmental circumstances in which they live?”

Although environmental tools are meant to be implemented at different levels, they are devised by stakeholders who 
are far removed from local communities. Climate Change adaptation interventions need to operate on the communi-
ty level. Community Risk Assessments may offer a model that can be applied to climate change adaptation. By assess-
ing specific risks and designing programs alongside communities, environmental planners can develop a process that 
will empower communities to actively participate, increasing the chance of implementation success.

Transect walks: investigation team walks through com-
munity with local people to record significant social and 
physical features of the area. Can be used to identify ways 
that climate chnage will impact the locality. It is also a 
good way to gain the confidence of the community. 

Risk Mapping: Meetings wirth different stakeholds to 
identfy main hazrds. Often natural hazards are not given 
priority since communities tend to highlight challenges 
of daily life sych as healthproblems, drinking water, etc. 
However, this provides an opportunity introduce the haz-
ards of climate change. 

Historical and seasonal calendars: Poeple identify both 
serisous  are valuable tools to hazard impacts and trends. 
aluable qualitative information that is unknown to
outsiders and hidden from national-level data or histo-
ries to predict some trends projected into the future. Can 
provide opportunities for participatory methods for adap-
taton by implmenting ‘what if?’’ scenarios for increases in 
frequency or intensity
of climatic events. 

C h a l l e n g e s  t o  C o m m u n i t y  R i s k  A s s e s s m e n t
Costly and time consuming
Not all hazards can be dealt with at the community level and may need to be taken to higher levels than the 
community itself.  
Community may highlight hazards that are not related to climate chnage concerns
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The growth of cities and industrialization have put significant pressures on forests. 
Some scholars has claimed that urban growth drives deforestation as cities build more hous-
ing and infrastructure to accommodate population growth and rural-urban migration. Urban 
growth tends to expand into areas of natural habit, highlighting the lack of priority given to 
preserving natural habitats.  Additionally, consumption patterns in cities contribute to growing 
demand for land leading to clearing of land for agricultural production. As rural populations 
move to cities and their incomes increase, their consumption of food, energy and durable 
goods also increases. This ability to consume is exacerbated by the fact that international trade 
gives the population in cities access to as much food as they desire. Cities, especially in devel-
oped countries are not forced to reduce their consumption or adapt their eating habits depend-
ing on seasons or the variety of products immediately available to them. This growing separa-
tion between place of consumption and production leads to higher energy use as well, when 
factoring the need for year-round production and transportation costs. 

We may also question whether cities can offer solutions to the overconsumption problem. The 
connectivity between cities around the world, largely made possible by the Internet and media, 
has allowed cultural, political, and ecological networks to form. It has facilitated the sharing of 
ideas regarding sustainability and influences people’s understanding of the how our consump-
tion habits can lead to deforestation and other resources depletion. For example, there have 
been popular trends in the past few years to reduce meat consumption like the popularization 
of “Meatless Mondays” on social media, or the increasing popularity of locally sourced restau-
rants. This trend of “less is more” is becoming more popular especially among millennials but 
can also be observed among older generations that are choosing a more minimal lifestyle, by 
reducing consumption and recycling/selling current possessions. Ironically, this movement 
toward less consumption, often attracts families and older households back to cities from sub-
urbs where they can downsize their homes and have easier access to culture, entertainment and 
transportation—adding to the population and aggregate consumption of cities. 

E N V I R O N M E N TA L  I M PA C T S  O F  U R B A N I Z AT I O N
Sustainability has grown to have significant associations to wealth. Those who have more mon-
ey can afford to eat healthier diets that often cost more—organic vegetables and grass fed cows 
which are considered more sustainable have much higher price tags. Transportation options 
are less available to poor people who cannot afford to live in new transit oriented development 
project that provide easy access to mass public transportation. Furthermore, low skilled jobs that 
provide livable wages are rarely within city lines, making the use of bikes and even public trans-
portation impossible. Ultimately, cities are designing for sustainability with high-earners in mind 
and these design choices perpetuate poverty. This is changing to a certain degree. Many cities are 
looking to Medellin Colombia for example, due to its high success in using existing technologies 
to improve the lives of people in informal settlements while fostering sustainable development.

18



Deforestation in the Amazon from 2000-2008

Water tables drop and water purity declines
Local Rainfall patters change 
Massive flooding and soil quality decline

N e g a t i v e  E n v i r o n m e n t n a l  i m p a c t N e g a t i v e  H u m a n  I m p a c t

Economic growth demands to meet consumption demands continue to put pressure on the Amazon. 
Although the deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon had decreased for some time— from nearly 11,000 
square miles in 2004 to 1,700 square miles in 2012 — an 84 percent decline, recent government actions 
have pointed to a retraction of this trend. From 2012 to 2016 there was a 29 percent increase in the rate 
of clearing. The Brazilian government for example has recently abolished a natural reserve of almost 
18000 square miles in the Amazon for mining, according to the BBC. Opponents fear that opening up 
areas for mining without considering the environmental impact of these decisions will be costly for an 
already fragile ecosystem. In 2016, Brazil’s forest Code was significantly weakened as restrictions of de-
forestation were removed making it easier to get permit to clear forests legally. Furthermore, although 
the Brazilian constitution recognizes the rights of indigenous people to live in their ancestral land, it 
has recently stopped demarcating land for indigenous communities.  Indigenous territories occupy 22 
percent – more than 300 million acres – of the Amazon, including many of its best-preserved areas14. 
Given that indigenous territories suffer from illegal encroachment and logging, this new trend can 
signify indigenous territories are under threat. Indigenous groups are highly depended on the amazon 
for their survival. If displaced they are forced to change their resource base. Relocation can also cause a 
strain in resources as they must compete with other tribal groups. Groups that are forced to move out-
side of forests must change their way of life to farming cash crops or to cash employment.  To change 
this dynamic there must be efforts to prevent deforestation; halt government actions that encourage 
deforestation; and offer alternatives to those who depend on agriculture for subsistence.

Decrease crop yield
Increased farm failure
Increase in extreme poverty
Opression and Conflict 
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For centuries, architecture, natural places, and historic sites have drawn millions of visi-
tors from around the world to different cities. Tourism has had significant impact on city 
planning and design. The complexities of hosting thousands of tourists have required 
cities to develop complex systems to manage tourists and ensure their city remain attrac-
tive tourists sites, which often includes building additional infrastructure and amenities 
that cater to tourists. The way in which cities have changed their physical environment to 
better appeal to tourists have impacted the cultural, political ,economic and environmen-
tal landscape of cities15. 
 
In the United States, for example, tourism became a central consideration in the redevel-
opment of cities during the urban renewal process of the 60s and 70s. Cities focused on 
making downtown areas attractive to businesses, visitors and middle class residents by 
ensuring adequate construction of hotels, large high-end shopping centers, convention 
centers and parking lots—which are the typical mix of development in downtown dis-
tricts today. There was also an  intention of cities to preserve certain historic industrial 
buildings by repurposing them16. Redevelopment seemed to do little however to preserve 
the culture and sense of community of those who had been displaced to make way for 
the new development. Additionally, the intention to redevelop to cater to the middle 
wclass seemed to ensure that previous residents did not feel welcome and would essen-
tially be out of sight. 

In a globalized world, where thousands of people have the capital to travel for leisure, the 
function of tourism is even more complex. Tourism can be positive for a city’s economy, 
and in many cases even the most significant reason for a city’s economic survival. Some 
local companies have been able to grow regionally due to tourism. In Southeast Asia for 
example, you can buy travel packages for neighboring countries through local compa-
nies, offering a model that can allow earnings from such companies to be concentrated 
in a specific region, perhaps leading to socioeconomic growth for communities in that 
region. 

T H E  I I N F L U E N C E  O F  T O U R I S M  O N  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G

The increase in popularity of Rio de Janeiro’s informal settlements as tourist destinations 
has been termed “favela tourism”.  Both national and international tourists are not only 
able to take private tours of some of Rio most notorious informal settlements but are flock-
ing to these settlements for cheaper lodging. This was only made possible after the state 
sponsored program to “pacify” Rio’s favelas in preparation for the Olympic games. Some 
estimate reveal that more than 70,000 people have been forcibly displaced to make room 
for Olympic-related construction17. The pacification program helped increase the percep-
tion of safety for visitors, leading to the emergence jeep tours of the favelas. This new trend 

However, we cannot ignore the pressure that tourism puts on local communities. Since 
tourism infrastructure is rarely developed by private actors or through market forces 
alone, we need to consider where cities should spend their money and the role they can 
plan in making sustainable tourism possible.

22



IMPACTS  OF TOURISM

POSITIVE: NEGATIVE:

Employment Opportunities
Growth in income
Increased Foreign Exchnage
Infrastrcuture and facilies development Conservation of natural habitats 

Dillution of heritica, cultural 
and local customs
Displacement

has sparked debate about who is benefiting from this recent business venture, as most 
of the tour companies are owned by non-residents18. Some have also called out the 
voyeurism of tourists who come to observe the life of “poor” people, as rio’s favelas 
still lack many basic infrastructure and mostly house the working poor. Some resi-
dents however, welcome the tours and have set up souvenir shops, or began to charge 
a fee for accessing rooftops that offer a city view of Rio. Independent of how this new 
trend impacts new forms of commerce, it will increase the stress placed on the already 
subpar infrastructure of favelas, which has been neglected by Rio’s government for 
decades. Will the economic potential of favela tourism prompt the city government 
to improve the inadequate infrastructure favela residents have had to deal with for so 
long? Additionally, if pacification means it’s safe enough to visit, will both international 
and national visitors eventually consider it safe enough to live? Will this increase gen-
trification pressure leading to the forced displacement of poor communities? Housing protection can be an effective measure to prevent displacement of favela residents 

in the face of gentrification and tourism pressures. An informal settlement  in San Juan, 
Puerto  was the first informal settlement to create a community land trust to preserve af-
fordability in the face of development pressures. Through the community land trust land 
holdings and Porperty Rights were regularized, land title transferred to CLT, new housing 
owned by CLT can only be sold or rented for member’s benefit, part of the  profits are re-
invested in community for infrastructure, and it provides financial education to members. 

Seasonal unemployment
Over-use of facilities
Pressure on infrastructure POSITIVE: NEGATIVE:

Distruction of habitat
Increased congestion

POSITIVE: NEGATIVE:
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S O C I A L  A N D  E C O L O G I C A L  R E S I L I E N C E
Sustainable development is denpendent on the resiliency of socio-ecological systems. Eco-
logical resilience is characterized by how an ecosystem functions which is affected by peri-
odic shifts caused by external perturbations. A distinction exists between natural and hu-
man made perturbations, where periodic natural disturbances can actually help increase an 
ecosystem’s resilience. This is because a functional ecosystem will be able to adapt to periodic 
changes. For example, when a certain species is able to take on the role of another specie that 
was wiped out by a natural disturbance. This helps build the ecosystem’s diversity and resil-
ience. On the other hand, human activities, such as over fishing, agricultural pollution and 
nutrient loading cause chronic stress to ecosystems. These human induced perturbations 
may at first only affect a specific population within an ecosystem (the fish population in the 
case of overfishing) but overtime it can cause an imbalance in the ecosystem’s diversity, mak-
ing that ecosystem less stable and resilient19.

There is also a social dimensions of resilience, arguing that humans are highly dependent on 
ecosystems’ resiliency. Social and economic wellbeing is negatively impacted by loss of eco-
logical resilience because it limits the productivity of ecosystems and options for their future 
use. Additionally, it creates uncertainties about the function and desirability of ecosystems. 
Human dependability on ecosystems means we must ensure its sustainability by considering 
the demands we place on resources and our ability to cope with changes. This is influenced 
by how resources are governed which necessitates collective action to ensure strategies for 
risk assessment, adaptation and resource management rules are fairly considered.

To do so we need effective community engagement in resource management to promote 
sustainability. The knowledge and experience of communities that are highly dependent 
on their ecosystems can be beneficial in developing management and adaptation strategies. 
Throughout history, humans have been using adaptive management of resources to ensure 
their ecosystem’s resiliency. Local knowledge of adaptation has not often been included in 
previous decisions about resource management by those institutions charged with ensuring 
ecosystem resiliency and sustainability. Adaptive management at the local level for example, 
can influence formal institutional arrangements, which may in turn contribute to ecosystem 
resilience. In other words, allowing local communities to participate in decision-making 
processes is necessary to ensure that institutions are investing in adaptation strategies that 
promote sustainability and decrease human vulnerability.

SUSTAINABILITY

ECOLOGICAL 
RESILIENCE

SOCIAL
RESILIENCE

ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMEMENT
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I strongly agree with the inclusion of local communities in the decision-making processes to devel-
oping adaptive resource management strategies. Local knowledge can help develop more efficient 
adaptation strategies. Also a more equal distribution of resource management, can not only given 
local communities more agency but can reduce the burden on government and formal institutions 
to garner the knowledge and resources to maintain ecosystems. However, there are power dynam-
ics that exists in resource management, which ultimately undermines community voices in any 
decision making process. The damage that human actions cause to the environment can be ignored 
if you have the means to dodge their negative impact.

Corporations often exert tremendous power in the public domain. As we learned in the UN report, 
manufacturing industry’s global water demand is expected to increase by 400 percent by 2050. 
Additionally, water quality is expected to deteriorate in the coming decades and manufacturing 
is a large contributor to water pollution. When companies are faced with staggering statistics of 
water resource depletion, their adaptation strategy is not often to decrease water usage but to find 
different water sources. These immediate solutions don’t consider long-term impacts, of course. 
Furthermore, the impunity that corporations enjoy when they are found guilty of being the main 
contributors to water pollution is what ultimately undermines the trust of local communities in de-
cision making processes. This impunity is best explained by the ongoing damage that large corpo-
rations have caused to waterways in the US, which have largely gone unpunished. In 2009 the New 
York Times reported that 1 of 10 people in the US have been exposed to contaminated water. The 
Times reported that in 4 years, 23,000 companies had violated the Clean Water Act, but less than 3 
percent of the violators were punished by either state officials or the E.P.A.

A large number of Americans are dependent on large corporations for our daily goods and services 
and therefore make less of a connection between the function and sustainability of our ecosystems 
to meet our daily needs. Consequently, local communities only pay attention to the over extraction 
and contamination of natural resources when they are immediately impacted; like when a commu-
nity notices higher rates of cancer and other illnesses. Many times, when these communities seek 
recourse, their concerns are trampled by corporate power. Until corporations are held responsible 
for the damage they make, community participation in resources management strategies will likely 
be superfluous. 
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At  system of capitalism has held a stronghold on the process of urbanization throughout the world. 
Cities allow for the production and absorption of capital surplus, a necessary element of capitalism. This 
creation and absorption of capital surplus does not always happen naturally and it often benefits the rich 
at the expense of the poor and working class. For example, after WWII new financing schemes were 
being created to try to solve the capital-disposal problem. In an attempt to boost the economy, Robert 
Moses used tax arrangements for debt-financing urban expansion by engineering a system of highways, 
infrastructure, and suburbanization. This expansion meant the spatial characteristics of cities and re-
gions would change and these changes often benefitted those of higher socio-economic status20. 

For example, there are rarely systems in place that allow for vulnerable populations to be included in the 
process that devise where resources will be placed within a city. The same can be said about the place-
ment of infrastructure that can have negative impact on a community such as polluting industries or 
the building of highways which have displaced neighborhoods though eminent domain. Capitalism also 
affects urbanization as an outcome. Harvey mentions the concept of “displacement and dispossession” 
that push poor people out of the city or simply takes away their choice of where to live, work, and play. 
In the US, this is manifested through the commodification of the real estate market and through pred-
atory and discriminatory lending practices, for which the outcome is the segregation of cities based on 
race and class and the perpetuation of poverty. 

The concept of spatial justice, which refers to the fair distribution of resources within a certain geog-
raphy and the ability to use them. Certain privileges and advantages are given to populations based 
class, race and gender. Soja also mentions the political organization of space which is often manifested 
though policies and practices such as redlining, exclusionary zoning and the imprint of colonial and/
or military geographies of social control to name a few21. Ultimately, these policies and practices decide 
where resources are placed, where and what investments are made and who gets access to what. Lastly, 
like Harvery, Soja explains that the everyday activities of an urban system relates to a capitalist economy 
and contributes to injustice. This is manifested though the redistribution of income within a capitalist 
society which tends to favor the rich. He mentions how this is impacted by the accumulation of loca-
tional decisions. This can be illustrated by the practice of redlining. By taking advantage of subsidizing 
morgages, white families were able to purchase home sin the suburbs and build wealth. This attracted 
other investment which increased job prospects for suburb dwellers creating a stable tax base. This led 
to the ability to fund good public schools, which increased the ability of those students who attended 
those schools to be admitted into good universities. These students were also able to afford university 
with the help of the wealth their parents had been accruing. With a college education, these students are 
able to access higher paying jobs giving them access to higher incomes and homeownership in desirable 
locations.

S O C I A L  A N D  S PAT I A L  J U S T I C E
Spatial segreagtion in the United States have had significant environemtal and social impacts. studies show that 
people of color suffer from a disproportionate amount of environmental hazards, including poor water and air 
quality and toxic substance releases.  Over 5.1 million people of color live in neighborhoods with one or more toxic 
waste treatment, storage and disposal facilities. Furthermore, African Americans are 79 percent more likely than 
whites to live in neighborhoods in which industrial pollution is suspected of posing health risks. This is the case of 
the Bayview/Hunter’s Point neighbohood in southeastern San Francisco. The racial and economic makeup in the 
neighbohood is a product of racist policies. As evident of the graph below, although the rate of African Americans 
in San Francisco is small, Bayview/Hunter’s point has a concentration of African American households. Bayview 
Hunter’s Point also has a concentration of low income residents, who are earning less than 80 percent of the medi-
an area income. Bayview/Hunter’s Point is also one of the most polluted areas of the city (Map 1, top right) and its 
residents suffer from the consequences of such exposure like high asthmas rate and high child mortality. Given the 
risk of sea-level rise induced flooding in San Francisco, adaptation strategies have been developed and some have 
considered how some communities will be disproportionaltely affected. One specific point of contention for the 
future of adaptation planning for the neighbohood is the potential impact of rising groundwater levels in increasing 
the severity of flooding events. The concentration of contaminated sites in Bayview Hunter’s Point makes this es-
pecially troubling.  However, given that there is limited study on the impact of rising groundwater levels, especially 
to contaminated sites, we cannot accurately predict the full extent of community vulnerability to flooding for the 
community. (Map 2, bottom right). 
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Some studies explore how climate change planning often dismiss the deep histories of racism that share the socio-ecological forma-
tions of certain regions leading to “colorblind adaptation”. They find that the voice of communities of color are often not represented 
in adaptation discourse. This could be due to the discourse of climate change resting on concrete scientific findings through the fields 
of science, technology, engineering and math—of which African Americans are less represented in when compared to other groups. 
This means that African American and possibly other communities of colors are not making decisions or providing input about which 
questions are considered important and worth funding. Furthermore, they find that white people tend to be disproportionately rep-
resented in many of the scientific and public meeting regarding climate change as well as in the broader environmental movement. 
They contend that this lack of representation in climate change discourse by African Americans is perpetuated by a “racialized social 
system that creates persistent inequalities in class and educational status across racial groups limiting African American access to the 
social networks focused on mitigating vulnerability to sea-level rise”.  They suggest that it is necessary to think of sea level rise as a spa-
cio-ecological phenomenon to overcome the barriers that keep African American communities out of the discourse. Make space for 
race aware adaptation planning which issues of power and racial inequalities to increase as to not perpetuate vulnerability to sea level 
rise and other extreme weather events.  

In the article ” Environmental Justice and Sustainable City” Haughton describes four approaches to reaching environmental sustain-
ability and includes equity principles which should be considered when analyzing these approaches. I think the Redesigning Cities 
approach is the most achievable, as it attempts to use existing frameworks in cities to recreate the way we think of city design and try 
to solve how resources are used and distributed. There is an element of participatory planning in this approach and potential to take 
elements of other approaches like the self-reliant city and fair share cities if appropriate. Secondly, I think the self-reliant city approach 
would be ideal although much harder to achieve. This approach focuses on minimizing consumption and increase reliance on local 
resources. There is also an element of participation in the decision-making processes which would contribute to more equitable dis-
tribution of resources within the city. The Fair Share Cities approach tries to ensure that environmental assets are traded fairly and 
that those responsible for environmental degradation are held accountable and provide compensation. I think this approach should 
be embedded into any approach a region adopts. This is essential for changing behavior of corporations who are the biggest culprits 
to environmental pollution. From an equity standpoint, this approach ensures that those who bear the brunt of environmental pollu-
tion receive reparations and that everyone is held accountable for their contributions whether positive or negative. Ultimately, I think 
it fights a much larger issue which is the culture of corporate impunity. Finally, I think the external dependent cities approach which 
suggests environmental problems can be solved though technology and by improving the free market does not work as it is an excuse 
for consuming more resources in the name of solutions that are not guaranteed22.
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To increase equity in the field, envrinmental planners should solicity 
multiple levels of knowledge to inform policies and programs. This 
would help ensure the participation of marginalized groups who 
may be especially vulnerable to environemtal action or inaction.  

C o n c l u s i o n
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