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Initiative for Environmental Equity and Sustainability at Stanford

The Goal: The Initiative seeks to infuse environmental justice (EJ) principles into
research; curricular, co-curricular, and residential education; outreach; and university
operations across all of Stanford. The Initiative will ensure that Stanford can pioneer
diversity, equity, inclusion (DEI) within the sustainability space. We will also attend to
fundamental student needs and expectations regarding sustainability education. This
proposal addresses at least two of the required Stanford criteria: "Creating a Social-
Political-Economic Framework" and “Enabling Communities to Flourish.”

A Critical Challenge: Sustainability and Equity: Solving the sustainability
challenges of the 21st century requires solutions that are grounded in equity, collaboration,
and positive impacts for all people and societies. Disparate health impacts of COVID-19
have highlighted acute problems of environmental inequity, and demonstrate the need for
sustainability solutions that include communities of color and economically disadvantaged
groups. In April, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found that African-
Americans, who account for 13% of the total US population, represent 33% of COVID
hospitalizations—a considerable overrepresentation. In May, research demonstrated that if
Native American Nations were counted as states, Native Nations would be the five most
infected states in the country, ahead of New York (Kristof, 2020). This is largely because
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities experience high rates of
chronic health conditions and increased vulnerability due to living with disproportionately
high levels of environmental pollution exposures and severe income inequality (e.g.,
Friedman, 2020).

To attend to these urgent problems, we propose a new initiative to develop the
infrastructure and community we need to support Environmental Justice at Stanford. If we
do not take action now, we will be ill prepared to advance a more inclusive approach to
sustainability research and teaching at Stanford, to engage with the inequities of climate
change, and to fulfill the commitments we have made to advance the Movement for Black
Lives.

Environmental equity seeks to achieve equal access to environmental benefits, and
to prevent and mitigate the disproportionate impact of environmental harms for all people.
Achieving environmental equity through sustainability means addressing the intersections
between environmental science and human rights scholarship; engaging with historical
legacies that shape the relationships between race, class, gender and environmental issues;
and centering the voices of the most vulnerable and marginalized communities, both
globally and locally. We can accomplish this at Stanford by integrating environmental
equity scholarship (Agyeman et al., 2016; Bullard, 1993, 1996, 2000; Pellow, 2016; Pulido
2000; Pulido and Pefia, 1998; Taylor, 1997, 2000) into our research and teaching, and also
by engaging more directly with impacted communities, in order to center their voices and
leadership (Polk and Diver 2020).

Launching a Campus-Wide Hub for Equity and Sustainability: Expanding
upon the successes already achieved by the Stanford Environmental Justice Working
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Group (EJWG), an interdisciplinary group of faculty, staff, graduate students, and
undergraduates, we aim to create the resources and programming needed to address
environmental equity issues at Stanford and in the world, and to ensure that this work is
fully integrated into the design and launch of the new school of sustainability. To forward
our goals, we will implement the following objectives:

1) Foster community-engaged research on _environmental equity and
sustainability through the Environmental Justice Clinic and Learning Community. The
Clinic will serve as an intellectual hub connecting environmental justice research and
teaching across campus. Our team specializes in developing, incubating, and implementing
research on environmental equity challenges in partnership with community leaders. We
will advise students pursuing research on environmental equity issues, and connect
undergraduate and graduate researchers across departments, including connections with
the social sciences. Our Clinic will also support graduate fellowships for engaged research
on environmental equity, which are currently not available. We have already piloted a
highly successful version of the Clinic in winter 2020. Our accomplishments thus far
include, for example, 1) enabling graduate students to effectively bring EJ approaches into
their dissertation research, 2) supporting campus leaders on DEI initiatives, and 3)
educating our community on how to integrate critical EJ scholarship into our work. Clinic
research interests include the inequitable impacts of climate change and the pandemic, and
additional EJ research topics.

2) Develop a 21%t century curriculum for environmental equity and
sustainability at Stanford. This work includes supporting previously offered classes
focused on environmental equity, as well as developing new courses and teaching modules.
Our work will build towards a specialization in environmental equity offered through the
new school of sustainability at Stanford. We will also lead workshops and training that
expose more faculty to environmental equity issues, which can serve as a lens through
which various disciplines approach their work. Workshops will support the integration of
environmental justice pedagogy into existing syllabi and coursework. Our teaching,
training, and outreach has already had a broad impact. For example, this year our Intro to
EJ course brought over 14 frontline EJ community leaders to campus, and reached over
100 Stanford community members through our open lectures and symposium. Over the
past year, our students have led campus-wide conversations on DEI issues, pursued EJ
careers, and helped restructure campus advocacy to support greater solidarity with BIPOC
communities. However, given the lack of funding for these courses, we are currently
planning a more limited intro class, and our companion course Shades of Green, which was
oversubscribed last year, will not be taught unless funding is provided.

3) Maximize impact through long-term partnerships with diverse
communities. This work would sustain long-term collaborations that center community
voices within and outside of Stanford. This initiative will support the infrastructure needed
to sustain academic-community relationships to meet real-world challenges, such as an
ongoing research collaboration with the Center for Race, Poverty and the Environment on
participatory environmental monitoring in the San Joaquin Valley. In partnership with the
Haas Center for Public Service, we will facilitate environmental equity connections
between faculty, students and community partners through classes, research, and
internships. This will involve lifting up environmental equity initiatives on campus, such
as the proposed “Closing the Gaps” residency project, and ongoing EJWG collaborations
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locally in East Palo Alto, and regionally. We will also host workshops for community
leaders, and workshops designed by community members for the Stanford community. To
maximize our impact, we will continue to build EJ collaborations with other universities
in the region through the cross-institutional Northern California Environmental Justice
Network of Community-Academic Partnerships, a network we helped to create last year.

To advance a more diverse and inclusive community partnership approach to our
sustainability efforts, our team will take a coalition approach. This will involve
collaborating with our respective departments, programs, and communities—Earth System
Science, History, Biology, Education, the School of Medicine, the Woods Institute for the
Environment, Earth Systems Program, Program in Writing and Rhetoric, the Haas Center
for Public Service, Center for Human Rights and International Justice, the Stanford
Educational Farm, Students for Environmental and Racial Justice, and additional
supporters—in order to achieve a more just and sustainable future for all.
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