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Momentum is growing around the world to address the myriad crises echoing around the biosphere, 
from climate disasters to mass extinctions, using the high-powered tools of nature protection and 
restoration. Almost 70 countries have joined the High Ambition Coalition for Nature and People, a 
United Nations working group with the goal of protecting at least 30 percent of the world’s land, 
waters, and ocean by 2030.1 In the United States, the Biden-Harris Administration actively works to 
advance its America the Beautiful initiative, the U.S.-based “30x30” goal, and supports it through 
landmark funding that provides an impetus for new conservation efforts.2 

Recent federal legislation includes billions of dollars in funding for 
many of these priorities, including urban and community forestry, 
coastal restoration, and climate-smart agriculture, but the challenge is 
implementing these programs effectively, efficiently, and equitably.3 4  At 
the subnational level, states from California to South Carolina are launching 
their own ambitious initiatives for nature protection.5

As governments move from goal setting to implementation, fundamental 
questions regarding priorities have arisen:

• Which landscapes and geographies are most in need of protection?

• What areas should be restored?

• How do communities factor in, especially those that do not have natural spaces nearby?

• How can we reconcile environmental conservation and environmental justice in this effort?

These solutions are a 
win-win-win for the 
multiple crises we face 
and provide a guide for 
prioritizing funding, 
resources, and attention. 

https://www.hacfornatureandpeople.org/home
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This report aims to provide guidance to policymakers, 
advocates, and communities on these four questions by 
identifying the areas that provide the biggest “bang for 
your buck” with multiple benefits to biodiversity, human 
communities, and the global climate. We will share examples 
of protection, restoration, and regenerative projects that 
conserve biodiversity, help communities mitigate and adapt 
to climate change, and also increase equitable access to 
nature for communities that are nature deprived.

We posit that equitable access to nature is a key lever for 
improving biodiversity and climate impacts, not only within 
the 30 percent of lands, waters, and ocean that will be 
protected under 30x30, but also across the remaining 70 
percent of the globe. It is also an essential part of remedying 
the historical harms of colonialism, racism, and disinvestment 
in marginalized communities across our world. Further, these 
solutions would progress the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, including zero hunger (SDG 2), good 
health and well-being (SDG 3), quality education (SDG 4), 
clean water (SDG 6), decent work (SDG 8), reduced inequalities 
(SDG 10), sustainable cities (SDG 11), climate action (SDG 13), 
life below water (SDG 14), and life on land (SDG 15).6

It is essential to note for this conversation that, all over 
the world, historically and continuing into the present, 
conservation as it has traditionally been practiced by 
dominant groups and decision makers has harmed the rights 
of Indigenous peoples.7 Setting aside protected areas violates 
human rights when done without the proper consultation and 
consent of the traditional caretakers of that place.8 Rights 
violations have ranged “from the expulsion of Indigenous 
peoples from their lands to extra-judicial killings and mass 
murder.”9 In addition to an ongoing human rights catastrophe, 
this approach is counterproductive to achieving biodiversity 
goals, given that wildlife numbers are highest in areas 
managed or co-managed by Indigenous groups.10 Therefore, 
protecting nature equitably first requires active engagement 
and planning by local and ancestral Indigenous communities, 
as a first step toward remedying this ongoing injustice.

Governments and communities at every level should look to 
the examples illustrated in this report centered in restoring, 
regenerating, and conserving biodiversity while also 
increasing equitable access to nature and mitigating climate 
change. These solutions are a win-win-win for the multiple 
crises we face and provide a guide for prioritizing funding, 
resources, and attention. 

NO POVERTY
ZERO HUNGER
GOOD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
QUALITY EDUCATION
GENDER EQUALITY
CLEAN WATER AND SANITATION
AFFORDABLE AND CLEAN ENERGY
DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC 
GROWTH
INDUSTRY, INNOVATION AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE
REDUCED INEQUALITIES
SUSTAINABLE CITIES AND 
COMMUNITIES
RESPONSIBLE CONSUMPTION 
AND PRODUCTION
CLIMATE ACTION
LIFE BELOW WATER
LIFE ON LAND
PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG 
INSTITUTIONS
PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS
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Before discussing the solutions that increase equitable access to nature, it is important to define 
“access to nature.” The term was popularized in the 2020 report by the Center of American Progress 
and Hispanic Access Foundation, The Nature Gap: Confronting Racial and Economic Disparities 
in the Destruction and Protection of Nature in America.11 This report found that, within the United 
States, nature is being destroyed at the rate of one football field-sized area every 30 seconds. What’s 
more, this destruction of nature is disproportionately occurring in areas populated by communities 
of color, low-income communities, and families with children under 18, known as “nature-deprived 
communities.” The Nature Gap describes the uneven and inequitable 
distribution of forests, streams, wetlands, and other natural places 
within communities of color and low-income communities, caused by 
a history of discrimination, dispossession, segregation, violence, and 
exclusion on U.S. lands.

Multiple other studies have confirmed that, in the United States, people 
of color in particular face barriers in accessing nature. 12 13  Trust for the 
Public Land found that “parks in majority nonwhite neighborhoods 
are half as large and serve nearly five times more people than parks 
in majority white neighborhoods,” while “parks serving majority low-
income households are, on average, four times smaller and serve 
nearly four times more people than parks that serve majority high-
income households.”14 Even school campuses show this discrepancy. 15

This phenomenon is present around the world. In Britain, for example, 
“Wealthy and white people enjoy easier access to local green space 
than poorer households and people from ethnic minorities.”16 In 
Australia, low-income communities have less available green space.17 
In South Africa, affluent suburbs populated by whites have the most 
green space per capita.18

In this report, communities that have less access to green and blue 
spaces, or are facing their destruction, will be interchangeably 
described as nature-deprived communities, communities that lack 
access to nature, and communities experiencing the nature gap.19

It is also important to note that the location of nature and whether it is sustained or destroyed are 
not the only elements that contribute to a community’s ability to access natural areas. In fact, access 
to nature encompasses a wide range of socioeconomic factors as well as the characteristics and 
management of the nature area in question. A community may be ideally located and park rich, while 
still facing a lack of access. The reasons for this may include, among others:

• Lack of time – low-income communities and families with children may struggle with multiple 
jobs and caring for the household, leaving scant time for recreation20

The Nature Gap
Confronting Racial and Economic Disparities in the  
Destruction and Protection of Nature in America

By Jenny Rowland-Shea, Sahir Doshi, Shanna Edberg, and Robert Fanger July 2020

WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG
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Download  
The Nature Gap at  

bit.ly/3zuSB3p  
or use the 

 QR code to the 
right.

https://hispanicaccess.org/news-resources/research-library/item/978-the-nature-gap-confronting-racial-and-economic-disparities-in-the-destruction-and-protection-of-nature-in-america
https://hispanicaccess.org/news-resources/research-library/item/978-the-nature-gap-confronting-racial-and-economic-disparities-in-the-destruction-and-protection-of-nature-in-america
http://bit.ly/3zuSB3p
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• Lack of money for what is considered appropriate clothing and gear for certain recreational 
activities21

• Lack of disability accommodations22

• Lack of facilities, such as bathrooms

• Lack of culturally competent programming, resulting in a lack of community interest

• Pollution in any form, including noise, air, water, and soil pollution making the site 
unpleasant or unable to use

• Poor management – such as a lack of entrances convenient to the community, or lack of 
walking paths making it unusable

• Lack of park personnel, facilities, and programming in the community’s languages

• Park personnel who do not represent or “look like” the community23

• Safety concerns such as lack of lighting, history of antagonism from neighbors, or  
inadequate pedestrian infrastructure 

• Histories that are told on the park and place names that reflect a white supremacist, 
colonialist viewpoint24

• A feeling of unbelonging25 and other features that make parks unwelcoming, such as 
Confederate monuments or uniforms that call to mind law enforcement or the border 
patrol

• Lastly, for natural areas on the coast, access is frequently restricted by privatization, seizure 
of property, and restrictive fees, parking, and limitations on group sizes26
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Lack of access to nature has serious, destructive consequences to human well-being. Our health is 
inextricably bound to our ability to connect, commune, and access nature’s benefits.27 Natural areas and 
waterways nurture individuals with physical, psychological, emotional, and even spiritual benefits,28 a 
lack of which has been coined “nature-deficit disorder” by Richard Louv.29

Severing our connection with nature brings about educational, cultural, economic, and health losses to 
all communities facing the nature gap. These impacts include but are not limited to:

Education 
Without familiarity and understanding of natural systems, ecosystem services, flora and fauna, 
and traditional ecological knowledge, many of the foundational educational frameworks in the 
United States do not prepare people to appropriately navigate and understand natural areas.30 
Children’s education also benefits from access to the outdoors in other ways, providing cognitive 
benefits, reducing stress, and enhancing motor and social skills.31

Concern for Nature 
Connectedness to nature is important because it leads to concern for nature. Mayer and Frantz 
(2004) state that “if people feel connected to nature, then they will be less likely to harm it, for 
harming it would in essence be harming their very self.” Clayton (2003) states that being connected 
to nature nurtures our environmental identity.32 On the other hand, ignorance of nature leads to 
a lack of interest and care for it. As Miller (2005) states, “collective ignorance ultimately leads to 
collective indifference.”33 People who aren’t aware of our role in nature will not be motivated to 
protect it.

Climate Vulnerability 
Natural spaces and shade provided by trees moderate temperatures, keeping hot areas cooler and 
acting as windbreaks. Roots protect soil from erosion and the threat of mudslides, and healthy soil is 
better able to absorb stormwater and prevent floods.  This adds up to climate resilience: mitigating 
the extreme heat, droughts, storms, and floods that we are increasingly experiencing with global 
warming.34 Without intentional integration of surrounding ecosystems into the built environment, 
many communities remain at risk for natural disasters. This results in a built environment that 
does not adequately serve the needs of climate-vulnerable, over-polluted communities and the 
ecosystem more broadly.

Economic Development 
Land conversion and privatization from forested, grassland, wetland, and other ecosystems into 
agricultural, urban, or industrial uses have fundamentally altered natural systems. For example, 
over the last two centuries, 75 percent of California’s native vegetation, including over 90 percent of 
wetlands, has been altered.35 This was accompanied by unsustainable and polluting land uses such 
as oil extraction, timber harvesting, and large-scale industrial agriculture, and a labor force that 
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often trades a healthy environment for household-level economic survival. On the other hand, 
an economy that is more integrated with the environment’s needs can provide meaningful 
employment in environmental fields to historically underserved communities. An example of 
this is Hispanic Access Foundation’s MANO workforce development program.36 This could lead 
to upward social mobility while increasing conservation and restoration efforts on the scale 
needed to reach national goals. In addition, green and blue spaces provide a high return for 
the investment in tree maintenance, trail creation, and park management, while lifting the 
outdoor recreation economy.37

Mental and Physical Health 
There are many well established mental and physical health benefits of reliable access to 
green space, in part because greenery incentivizes exercise and absorbs pollution, cleaning the 
air, water, and soil around it. The physical health benefits of nearby nature include improved 
cardiovascular function, improved air quality, alleviation of heat stress, lowered obesity and 
mortality rates,38 and reducing the risk of lung and airborne diseases, such as COVID-19,39 
while mental health benefits include stress reduction, decreases in anxiety and depression, 
and reduced risk of developing psychiatric and substance abuse disorders.40 On the other hand, 
environmental degradation often exacerbates pre-existing health vulnerabilities.41 

Environmental Racism
Nature-deprived and over-polluted communities in the U.S. are disproportionately nonwhite 
and in lower income brackets. These are the same communities facing other socioeconomic 
challenges, such as a lack of health insurance, energy insecurity, substandard housing, lack 
of reliable transportation, and more. Thus we have concentrated the communities with the 
greatest socioeconomic vulnerabilities in a built environment that is more likely to damage 
their health, homes, and resilience.42

https://manoproject.org/
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It is clear that lack of access to nature has harmful consequences for the people that experience it. 
But what about biodiversity and climate? Can humans’ lack of access to nature also play a role in the 
biodiversity and climate crises we face? In one word, yes.

What is the biodiversity crisis?
Biodiversity refers to every living thing on our planet – “the variety of life on Earth at all its levels, 
from genes to ecosystems, and can encompass the evolutionary, ecological, and cultural processes 
that sustain life.”43 Biodiversity is necessary for human society to function, because our air, homes, 
food and water supplies, medicines, and entire economies depend on the 
natural resources that biodiversity provides.44 We are all interdependent 
and inherently interconnected with nature; if the species that make up all 
life on earth decline, so too will the structures that make up human lives 
and societies.

The earth’s biodiversity is in crisis. Since 1970, 60 percent of the world’s 
mammals, birds, fish, and reptile populations have been lost.45 If climate 
change remains unaddressed, more living beings will face threats to 
survival. For example, the ocean is predicted to face catastrophic losses 
of almost 90 percent of all marine life by 2100.46 Even when species are 
not at risk of extinction, they are in rapid decline. This has occurred for 
many reasons: extractive industries like mining, oil and gas drilling, and 
irresponsible logging have destroyed habitats; natural areas have been 
cleared for housing sprawl and roadways; pollution from pesticides, oil and 
gas drilling and leaks, untreated sewage and waste, and other industrial 
chemical usage harms wildlife; over-usage of natural resources, such as overfishing, have caused us 
to use up more natural resources than the earth can replenish; and climate change is changing the 
conditions that once allowed plants and animals to thrive.47

The history of biodiversity loss is the history of nature deprivation 
and climate vulnerability
A critical finding of  The Nature Gap is that in the U.S., nature loss, and the resulting loss of biodiversity, is 
overwhelmingly taking place within communities of color.48 A person of color in the United States is 3.5 
times more likely to live somewhere that is nature-deprived than a white person. That discrepancy also 

https://hispanicaccess.org/news-resources/research-library/item/978-the-nature-gap-confronting-racial-and-economic-disparities-in-the-destruction-and-protection-of-nature-in-america
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applies between high- and low-income communities and, more surprisingly, to children: families 
with children under 18 are more likely to live in census tracts experiencing nature destruction.49

Around the world, evidence of wildlife patterns in urban areas supports this conclusion. Wealth and 
race are both predictors of the abundance of habitat and wildlife in neighborhoods.50 Biodiversity is 
more abundant in places where nature has been intentionally preserved and maintained-–among 
wealthy and white neighborhoods. Due to redlining, colonialism, and other forms of systemic 
racism affecting settlement patterns, lower income and minoritized neighborhoods are more 
polluted, more likely to exhibit heat island effects, and less likely to have tree canopy, green spaces, 
and other sources of habitat for wildlife. In non-urban areas, nature destruction in highly forested 
countries persists in areas where Indigenous communities do not have effective, enforced property 
and human rights.51

This shows that the catastrophic loss of biodiversity is not just inextricably linked to the lack 
of access to nature. Biodiversity loss and loss of access to nature are in fact the same problem, 
stemming from the same cause—the destruction and degradation of natural areas in and around 
communities of the global majority (i.e. nonwhite communities).

For example, in California’s San Joaquin Valley, over 95 percent of wetlands were eliminated due 
to the expansion of the agriculture industry, which resulted in severe biodiversity loss and threats 
to keystone flora and fauna that provided critical ecosystem services.52 This process also led to 
settlement of communities of color for farm labor. Discriminatory urban planning pushed these 
communities to undesirable areas, and combined with underinvestment, created vulnerabilities in 
their built and natural environments.53

Humanity is not separable from nature, and removing us from the 
equation does more harm than good

Among environmental advocates and government agencies, there have been 
tensions between understanding nature as pristine, unaltered green space and 
understanding it as an ever-changing, historically managed landscape. It is our 
position that humans are innately inseparable from nature, and by extension 
the benefits, management, and vulnerabilities of the natural world. People 
must be integrated into biodiversity frameworks, to ensure that benefits are 
sustained and sustaining to human society, nature, and the global climate alike. 

Fundamentally, most environmental injustices have a nexus with loss or 
degradation of the natural environment and climate stability. Environmental 
injustices, including pollution, drought, flooding, extreme heat, and 
degradation of green and blue spaces are linked to both biodiversity loss and 
climate change.54 Therefore, addressing these issues requires acknowledging 
and holistically understanding these linkages with environmental justice 
concerns in human communities.

Historically, nature has never truly been left alone by humans.55 A study by the University of 
Maryland found that “areas untouched by people were almost as rare 12,000 years ago as they are 
today,” and “most areas depicted as ‘untouched’, ‘wild’, and ‘natural’ are actually areas with long 
histories of human inhabitation and use.”56
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For example, evidence from the Amazon region and pre-1492 Americas shows that Indigenous 
activity was critical to shaping and sustaining the region’s biodiversity characteristics.57 Before 
colonization, Indigenous peoples played essential roles as integrated species in their ecosystems. 
They were not visitors or recreationists but mainstays of the landscapes who relied on ecosystems 
to fulfill their material, social, and cultural necessities.

Today, there is nowhere in the world, regardless of how remote,58 that has not seen the touch of 
humans. This shows that there is no such thing as maintaining the separation of humans and nature; 
there is instead a spectrum of our impact and a question of how we choose to manage various 
spaces. Moreover, much of the world’s remaining biodiversity is on Tribal or Indigenous lands, 
demonstrating that Indigenous management is successful in cultivating 
and sustaining biodiversity hotspots.59 This has major implications for 
the reforming of land management practices, as well as for the return of 
ancestral lands to tribes that have been forcefully relocated.60

In the United States, even the highest forms of environmental 
protections allow varying spectrums of access. For example, Wild and 
Scenic River designations, National Parks, and Wilderness Areas allow 
a range of sustainable access activities such as hiking and camping, 
some including more active forms of land management like grazing, 
prescribed fires, and logging. In addition, some wildlife refuges such as 
the San Luis and Merced National Wildlife Refuges are designed for low-
impact self-guided vehicle tours to allow for increased public access.61

Many communities are located at the intersection of critical 
natural infrastructure such as rivers, migration corridors, and other 
habitats.62 This makes it all the more important to consider human communities not as unnatural 
spaces to ignore when it comes to conservation initiatives, but as spaces full of potential where 
biodiversity and ecosystems can be restored, to the benefit of nature access and climate stability.

Nature and biodiversity loss also damage the climate
When we harm biodiversity and community access to nature, we also disrupt climatic systems.63 In 
addition, the same communities facing nature and biodiversity loss are also more likely to be over-
burdened by air pollution and climate impacts.64

Climate change, or the long-term change in average weather patterns,65 is caused by the release 
of certain gases into the atmosphere, known as greenhouse gases. Greenhouse gases act like an 
insulating blanket over the Earth, trapping the sun’s heat on our planet’s surface.66 This is a good 
thing – if we didn’t have greenhouse gases, the Earth would be frozen and look more like Mars! But 
the key is balance. Too many greenhouse gases trap heat, causing the climate to change and, like 
biodiversity loss, threatening the natural resources we rely on to survive.

Causing climate change: emitting greenhouse gases
There are two main considerations when it comes to exacerbating climate change. The first 
consideration is emissions of greenhouse gases, which come from many sources. One of the 
primary sources comes from burning what are known as “fossil fuels” – coal, oil, and methane gas. 
Most electricity generation, transportation, heating, cooling, and industrial processes are also 
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driven by fossil fuels. If your car uses gasoline, or runs on electricity generated by a coal-burning 
power plant, then you burn fossil fuels every time you drive. Natural gas, also known as methane, 
is a powerful greenhouse gas even when it is not burned. Methane gas is released every time a cow 
burps or farts, and from certain farming methods, so our agriculture and livestock industries also 
contribute to climate change. Waste and trash also release natural gas, and natural gas frequently 
leaks from pipelines and oil and gas wells.

Lastly, deforestation, degradation of green and blue spaces, and burning wood and plant matter 
also release greenhouse gases. These are occurring at a rapid pace around 
the world.67 For example, in regions like the Amazon and South Asia, 
tropical forests are being cut down to grow livestock and plantations for 
palm oil.68 In the United States, every 30 seconds, a natural area the size of 
an American football field (approximately 7,140 square meters) is cut down 
and paved over to build suburbs, highways, or energy infrastructure.69 
Limiting these sources of greenhouse gas emissions would also limit 
climate change.

Reducing climate change: removing greenhouse 
gases
The other factor to consider when it comes to climate change is 
greenhouse gas removal—when greenhouse gases are taken out of the 
atmosphere, thus reducing climate change. Vegetation does this naturally, 
as plants breathe in carbon dioxide (a greenhouse gas) and breathe out 
oxygen during the process of photosynthesis. Therefore, just as reducing 
greenhouse emissions will reduce climate change, increasing the amount 
of greenery is another way to reduce climate change, by absorbing or 
sequestering greenhouse gases within plants and soil.

However, given the biodiversity loss described above, we are rapidly losing 
this benefit as we lose nature. For example, land cover in the United States 
is losing its ability to sequester carbon dioxide, decreasing by an average 
rate of two million metric tons per year. This sets back any potential 
progress on reducing greenhouse gas emissions.70 Conservation of lands 
and habitat should therefore be of the utmost importance to climate 
change efforts and renewable energy transition plans.

The good news is that protecting and increasing natural land cover 
and access to clean coasts and waterways, along with improving the 

management of these spaces, is a natural climate solution—an umbrella of conservation and land 
management strategies that could form up to one-third of the carbon reductions necessary to limit 
global warming,71 while providing multiple other benefits.72 The following sections share examples 
of solutions that hit the win-win-win sweet spot of biodiversity conservation, climate protection, 
and nature access benefits to human communities, in order to guide policymakers and advocates 
on equitable solutions and show a proven way forward.

Can humans’ lack of access 
to nature also play a role in 

the biodiversity and climate 
crises we face? 

In one word, yes.
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While every ecosystem and community 
has site- and culturally-specific needs, we 
offer the following recommendations as 
actionable opportunities to synthesize 
the needs of the climate, biodiversity, 
and people. We urge all policymakers 
and advocates to meaningfully consult 
with local communities of color and 
Tribal communities to develop long-
term engagement, improve equitable 
distribution of nature’s benefits, eliminate 
adverse impacts, and aid the long-term 
success of implementation.
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INDIGENOUS LAND AND 
WATER MANAGEMENT1

Historical and present conservation practices by governments and dominant groups have come 
with a cost: the massive infringement of the rights of Indigenous communities, including genocide, 
mass displacement, and being blocked from accessing their lands—a blow to the practice of culture, 
language, and political soverignty. According to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the rights 
of Indigenous peoples, José Francisco Calí Tzay, “Protected areas are often created without the 
free, prior, and informed consent of Indigenous peoples in violation of international mandates and 
principles. Once established, Indigenous communities often have limited access to their ancestral 
lands or face forced evictions and violence from eco-guards.”73

To frame conservation as a choice between protecting nature and protecting the rights of Indigenous 
communities is false and dangerous. All over the world, evidence shows that when Indigenous 
communities have enforced rights and decision-making powers over their own lands, their 
traditional ecological knowledge and practices manage the lands and waters sustainably.74 As 
evidence, “although Indigenous lands account for less than 22 percent of the world’s land area, their 
traditional territories are home to approximately 80 percent of the world’s biodiversity.”75 Indigenous 
stewardship is essential to meeting the world’s climate goals and maintaining the Amazon’s role in 
absorbing and storing carbon.76

Reframing nature protection from “fortress conservation” that excludes Indigenous 
communities to framing it through the lenses of nature access, human rights, and righting the 
wrongs of colonialism would cause a sea change not only for biodiversity outcomes, but also 
for socioeconomic benefits and climate resilience.77 78 79   Governments “should legally recognize 
Indigenous peoples and land, protect them from extractive industry, and ensure access to lands in 
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accordance with cultural traditions.”80 In addition, Indigenous communities 
must be adequately resourced and have decision-making powers to do 
this work. Only “17 percent of global climate and conservation funding 
intended for Indigenous and local communities actually goes to projects led 
by Indigenous people,” and Indigenous women receive less than a third of 
that.81

Access to nature might look different for Indigenous communities who have 
resided on their lands since time immemorial, and have been robbed of 
their day-to-day cultural and spiritual connections to the land and water by 
colonialism, land theft, and genocide—or are facing those threats today.82 All 
Indigenous communities are distinct and have distinct practices, historical 
memories, and statuses with respect to national and local governments. 
Therefore, Indigenous access to nature cannot be granted by implementing 
one blanket recommendation. While it is tempting to suggest that policies 
such as land back (i.e. returning Native lands),83 co-management of lands,84 
restoring animal husbandry practices,85 or other methods are the way 
forward, Indigenous sovereignty must be respected. This means that each 
potential policy or program must be an ongoing dialogue with the present 
and ancestral Indigenous guardians of the lands and waters in question.

Any activities taking place on current or ancestral Indigenous lands must adhere to the policy of 
Free, Prior, and Informed Consent, as recognized in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples.86 This requires governments to treat Tribal nations as equals and to implement 
a mechanism for dispute resolution when these rights are violated.87 Maintaining these rights are 
essential to movements like 30x30 and siting of renewable energy development, to avoid an energy 
transition and conservation practices that infringe justice.

GREENING URBAN SPACE2
With the increasing urbanization of the human population, solutions for nature access in urban 
contexts should be among the highest priorities for policymakers to hit the nexus of biodiversity, 
climate gains, and societal benefits. In addition, cities are home to a surprising array of biodiversity.88 
Yet, destruction of green space in urban areas is also one of the greatest threats to global biodiversity.

In the U.S., the biggest hot spots for nature loss within communities of color are located in metropolitan 
areas—Los Angeles, El Paso, etc.89 These zones are prime candidates for increasing biodiversity in 
the urban context, not only on land, but also on the coast and within nearby waterways. 

Nature can and should be incorporated in multiple ways throughout the urban landscape. For 
example, street trees provide enormous benefits, from reducing the urban heat island effect and 
reducing energy bills,90 to absorbing carbon dioxide and pollutants,91 shortening hospital stays,92 

17 percent of global climate 
and conservation funding 

intended for Indigenous 
and local communities 

actually goes to projects led 
by Indigenous people. 
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reducing asthma rates in surrounding neighborhoods,93 and lowering stress, noise, and damage from 
wind and water.94 The value of street trees is estimated at over $5 for every $1 invested.95 Regarding 
climate benefits, planting trees along streets and in parks in the U.S. can remove up to 50 million 
tons of carbon dioxide a year from the atmosphere.96

Yet, “A map of tree cover in any city in the United States 
is too often a map of race and income.”97 Low income and 
communities of color are too frequently deprived of these 
benefits, an inequity that is visible from simply observing the 
surroundings from one neighborhood to the next in many 
American cities. American Forests’ Tree Equity Score is a 
valuable tool for visualizing these inequities and targeting 
areas in need of investment.98

In order to make street trees a benefit to local biodiversity, city 
planners must consider conservation “as a core value of urban 
planning.”99 While afforestation in Beijing added over 80 new 
bird species in the past few decades, other areas in China have 
not encountered this benefit, showing that simply planting 
trees is not enough; they should be tailored to the local area 
and managed for maximum native biodiversity.

Other urban greening strategies include green roofs, green 
walls, green tracks, green bridges, and other ways to 
incorporate nature into every neighborhood and city block.100  
Policymakers should also ensure nature conservation and restoration are carried out according 
to best practices for fostering native biodiversity101 and climate-proofing natural infrastructure 
investments.102

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE3
Green infrastructure is an umbrella category for interventions that use natural systems in place 
of human-made ones, especially to conserve water or provide ecosystem services.103 Green 
infrastructure is a valuable tool that can be applied throughout urban and suburban areas, in part 
because it can be flexibly designed for any space, even the most concrete neighborhoods and 
polluted waterways. It can also be adapted to a variety of landscapes, including the desert.104

Due to the overuse of materials such as concrete and asphalt, rainfall in many areas is unable to 
be absorbed by the earth below; infrastructure such as storm drains and treatment facilities allow 
the flow of water to be managed. However, pipes and drains are considered “gray infrastructure’’—
although they displace the water to appropriate locations during rainfall, it is not in a resourceful 

http://American Forests’ Tree Equity Score
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or sustainable manner. In addition, high flows of stormwater may not be adequately absorbed by 
gray infrastructure, leading to floods, especially in communities of color, which are more likely to be 
located in flood-prone areas.105

Green infrastructure in nature-deprived communities provides an equitable, sustainable, and 
urban-appropriate alternative to stormwater and rain management that also provides economic 
and nature access benefits. It brings the natural environment into the artificial one, for example by 
adding rain gardens on the sides of streets and parking lots, or removing concrete and asphalt and 
replacing them with native plants and greenways.106 As a matter of principle, green infrastructure is 
infrastructure and should be valued and maintained as such.

PARKS AND PROTECTED AREAS4
The location of parks in communities—or the lack thereof—is a major facet of inequitable 
access to nature. In the United States, communities of color and low-income communities have 
a disproportionate lack of nearby parks to enjoy.107 This gap between high- and low-income 
communities, and between dominant and non-dominant groups, is also present in other countries, 
such as England,108 Australia,109 and China.110 Increasing parkland where it is lacking is therefore a 
powerful solution to bridging the gap in nature access, and bringing all of the biodiversity, climate, 
and other benefits of nearby nature. In the United States, ParkServe by the Trust for the Public Land 
is an effective tool to determine locations and communities most in need of parks.111

https://www.tpl.org/10minutewalk
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In urban areas, it is even more beneficial for biodiversity and 
nature access to integrate green and blue spaces that can 
act as wildlife refuges. Even in small spaces, these areas, 
such as urban forests and streams, can provide enormous 
value to neighborhoods and the larger ecosystem.112 The 
principles of ecosystem connectivity, and considering 
urban and suburban areas as part of a larger ecosystem, can 
multiply the benefits of these urban parks. Wildlife corridors 
are a prime example of this.113 Consulting local communities 
and park users can shape the most appropriate ways to 
ensure access to these areas.

Migration corridors should also be considered, especially in 
urban settings. Even when wildlife is not present year-round, 
species will be imperiled if their migration corridor is not 
protected. The ability to safely view nearby wildlife can be 
considered another avenue of access to nature, with the 
attendant health, economic, psychological, and educational 
benefits.114 115  For example, in Baltimore, Maryland, flocks 
of thousands of chimney swifts—a threatened species––
arrive from Canada every day during a period of two weeks 
in the fall, during their annual migration to South America. 
They roost in only a few unused chimneys across the city. 
Yet, their few remaining perches are under threat from 
development and demolition.116 In a highly segregated city 
where race and income frequently determine access to 
nature,117 opportunities to view natural phenomena like the 
chimney swift migration should be preserved for both the 
sake of the species and for the community that delights in 
experiencing it.

The nature gap also exists in wilderness areas outside more 
densely populated zones.118 It is imperative to protect these 
wilderness zones from further degradation, for the health 
of the biosphere and the human communities surrounding 
them. 

In the U.S., maintaining forests that would otherwise be lost could prevent 38 million metric tons of 
carbon emissions per year, while reforestation in areas like riparian buffers, biodiversity corridors, 
floodplains, and landscapes impacted by wildfires could eliminate another 48 million tons of carbon 
emissions per year.119 Forest management techniques such as restoring degraded areas, managing 
pests and invasive species, and limiting grazing could absorb another 250 million tons of carbon 
dioxide per year. By protecting seagrass and grasslands in the United States, we can reduce carbon 
emissions by up to 114 million metric tons per year, while restoring peatlands could avoid nine million 
metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions.

Many existing parks are designed primarily for human use rather than as natural spaces or biodiversity 
preserves, such as sports fields, school yards, playgrounds, pools, picnic areas, etc. These areas can 
retain their purpose while also being managed for increasing biodiversity and climate gains, by 
integrating pro-biodiversity landscaping.
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LANDSCAPING FOR BIODIVERSITY 
AND NATURAL RESOURCE 
CONSERVATION5

Landscaping and restructuring of backyards, homes, churches, hospitals, eldercare facilities, 
corporate and college campuses, parks, and even cemeteries is another important approach to 
increasing biodiversity, access to nature, and absorption of climate change-causing pollutants at 
the community and individual level. Terms like “biodiversity gardening” or “meadowscaping” have 
been coined in light of this new approach to enriching local ecosystems, referring to the process of 
incorporating natural elements found in the surrounding ecosystem into gardens and small areas of 
land.120 

This solution is not only applicable to cities, but to any area that holds yards, museums, gardens, 
hotels, campuses, empty lots, and other opportunities for pro-biodiversity landscaping.121 As any 
gardener knows, incorporating shelters for bees, bats, birds, and other wildlife into your garden can 
be a successful way to increase the biodiversity of your space.122 Implemented on a municipal level 
or even greater scale, landscaping for biodiversity can be a method to fill in the gaps for wildlife 
migration corridors, cleaner waterways and coastal zones, and green infrastructure needs. To 
maximize nature access benefits, this solution should be implemented in concert with local nature-
deprived communities, for example via educational and community science programs that provide 
engagement with the space.

Proponents of the 30x30 goal to protect at least 30 percent of the world’s land, waters, and ocean 
by 2030 should consider small-scale implementation of 30x30 in the form of pro-biodiversity 
landscaping. For example, what might it look like to incentivize setting aside 30 percent of publicly 
or privately owned urban landscapes for native meadowscaping?



CULTIVATION: URBAN GARDENS, 
FOOD FORESTS, & POLLINATORS6

Encouraging regenerative cultivation practices in urban and developed areas is another way to 
facilitate nature access for underserved communities, while also reducing greenhouse gases, 
improving biodiversity, and bringing access to nutritious food. In the 
United States, one in eight individuals is food insecure, and there are more 
than 6,500 “food deserts,” or areas with limited fresh food access, primarily 
in minoritized and high-poverty neighborhoods.123 This makes accessible 
food an essential component of equity.124

Several methods of urban cultivation have been pioneered for a variety 
of urban spaces. Schools, churches,125 eldercare facilities, and corporate 
campuses have created gardens and food forests on their lands, which 
double as educational spaces.126 Vacant lots127 and dump sites128 have been 
converted into community gardens. Even concrete walls have been turned 
into sources of green space and produce that grows on vines.129 Designed 
well, food forests can be low-maintenance, bountiful fonts of biodiversity 
and resilience.130 In addition, they can provide outlets for children’s education, youth leadership, and 
advocacy for environmental justice.131

Urban beekeeping is an emerging trend that counters the global decline in bee and other pollinator 
populations. Creative solutions put forth in Europe include “insect hotels, green-roofed bus stops 
and ‘honey highways’” that counter the deleterious impact of roads on pollinators.132 An example 
of beekeeping providing nature access is recounted in the 2021 film “Barry the Beekeeper,” telling 
the story of the importance of community beekeeping to preserving the culture and heritage of a 
Caribbean community in the United Kingdom.133
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AGRICULTURAL AND 
PASTORAL LANDS7

Solutions for nature access, biodiversity, and climate improvements also exist in “working lands”—
agricultural and pastoral spaces. While not densely populated like urban areas, the potential 
human benefits to these areas are important to consider for environmental justice reasons. Many 
agricultural workers are migratory, living in substandard housing, with low wages, no benefits, 
and perpetual insecurity. In the U.S., 80 percent of farmworkers are Latino.134 In addition, outdoor 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt15470222/
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workers are at the highest risk of health damage 
caused by climate impacts, such as extreme heat 
and wildfire smoke, as well as the risk to their 
jobs caused by drought and loss of topsoil.

This category of solutions would not only provide 
health benefits to this vulnerable population, 
but also reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 
the agricultural sector and improve biodiversity 
in working landscapes. Moreover, by improving 
the quality of the soil, preventing erosion, and 
improving water supply and quality, these 
solutions improve agricultural productivity 
in the face of multiple threats to productive 
farmland.135

Several strategies further these goals on 
working lands, including planting adjacent trees 
as windbreaks and between rows in cropland 
areas136 and planting native plant hedgerows 
for birds and pollinators.137 These strategies 
combined, in the U.S. alone, could remove 71 
million metric tons of carbon dioxide from the 
air.138 Trees can also be integrated into pasture 
lands that were historically forested, while 
maintaining livestock production. This practice 
of “silvopasture” could sequester up to 87 
million tons of carbon dioxide per year in the 
U.S., while full reforestation of pasture lands 
could sequester up to 188 million tons of carbon 
dioxide per year.

These solutions aid biodiversity by adding 
habitat for pollinators and absorbing pollution 
from farm runoff, cleaning local waterways. 
They also increase nature access for agricultural 

workers, by providing shade trees and glimpses of wildlife and an ecosystem beyond the crops and 
livestock. 

Integrated pest management is another solution at the intersection of health, environmental justice, 
nature access, and biodiversity. Widespread use of pesticides damages farmworker health, forces 
farmworkers to stay inside when not on the clock, kills off pollinators and birds, and hinders the 
overall quality of outdoor experience.139 Integrated pest management, on the other hand, reduces 
the use of pesticides by using non-chemically based monitoring, prevention, and control methods, 
with pesticide spraying used as a last resort.140

When agricultural and pastoral land is retired or degraded, it could be restored to natural lands for 
outdoor recreation and ecotourism. To demonstrate the climate benefits, “Replanting degraded 
rangelands and sowing legumes in planted pastures could sequester an additional 21 million metric 
tons of carbon dioxide in rangeland and pasture soils” in the U.S.141 In addition, restoring five million 
acres of marginal cropland in the U.S. to grasslands would remove an additional nine million metric 
tons of carbon dioxide per year from the atmosphere.



CLEAN WATERWAYS AND 
WATERSHEDS8

Access to clean waterways, such as urban streams and waterfronts, is another powerful lever 
for changes that restore biodiversity, provide access to nature, and ameliorate the climate crisis. 
However, many communities around the world are cut off from their local 
waterways, because the rivers have been dammed, forced underground, 
diverted, or overdrawn.142 Centuries of discrimination, land theft, and 
redlining have ensured that in the United States, it is largely white 
communities who live near clean waterways. In addition, communities 
of color and low-income communities are often located in areas situated 
next to polluted water sources and flood-prone areas, contributing to 
environmental injustices and climate vulnerability.143 

Watershed restoration initiatives that clean up invasive species, remove 
dams and culverts, replant native vegetation around waterfronts, restore 
the course of waterways that have been buried or altered, and create new 
parks by streams and coasts have the benefits of reducing erosion, building 
beaches, boosting clean water supplies, absorbing pollution, sequestering greenhouse gases, and 
ameliorating injustices by reducing flood risks.144

Community engagement is integral to ensuring access to clean and restored waterways. By including 
local residents in the regeneration of their waterways, such as training locals how to conduct 
river cleanups and water quality testing, we can begin to build a strong foundation of community 
knowledge and enthusiasm to sustain positive change.

Hispanic
Access
Foundation

23

HEALTHY, ACCESSIBLE OCEAN 
AND COASTS9

A recent report by Hispanic Access Foundation and the Center for American Progress reported that 
only 10 percent of the U.S. coastline is covered by strong legal protections for public access.145  Yet, 
as noted above, even legally guaranteed public access does not ensure a conserved, pollution-free 
or well-managed public nature area.

Fortunately, multiple solutions hold promise for benefitting the climate/access/biodiversity nexus 
on the ocean and coasts. These include the restoration of various ecosystems, such as seagrass, 
peatland, and coral reef restoration,146 tidal wetland restoration, and oyster restoration or 
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biofouling.147 Green infrastructure concepts can be applied to coastal areas to create living shorelines 
“using plants, reefs, sand, and natural barriers to reduce erosion and flooding while maintaining 
natural shoreline processes.”148 Clam gardening has also been used as a way to restore Indigenous 
cultural connections to the coast, while rebuilding habitats and strengthening treaty rights.149 
To find more examples of coastal restoration initiatives, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) maintains a Restoration Atlas that maps and shares information from 3,200 

U.S.-based coastal restoration projects.150

A 2012 study from NOAA found that every $1 million invested in coastal 
restoration creates an average of 17 jobs—more than triple the number of jobs 
created from an equivalent investment in oil and gas development.151 Since 
jobs in conservation are another manner of achieving access to nature—and 
are another area that is disproportionately white-dominated—decision-makers 
can further equitable access to nature by ensuring that these projects provide 
employment opportunities to nature-deprived communities.152

Farther out from coastlines, marine protected areas can also play a role 
in providing access to nature, harboring wildlife, and sequestering carbon 
emissions. Ocean conservation solutions, including sea floor protection, kelp, 
seaweed, and coral protection and restoration, and restrictions on commercial 
fishing and extractive activities can lead to carbon sequestration,153 boosts in 
wildlife populations,154 and ocean access for disinvested communities.155 

In low-income areas where families rely on fisheries for food and livelihoods, habitat restoration 
improvements are especially important, because they increase fish stocks and reduce pollutants 
present in captured fish and seafood that are harmful when ingested. In addition, habitat restoration 
protects communities from flooding and sea level rise, hazards that are more likely in communities 
of color.156

In terms of climate mitigation benefits, seagrass restoration in the U.S. has the potential to absorb 
six million metric tons of carbon dioxide by restoring the estimated 29 to 52 percent of historic 
seagrass extent that has been lost and could be restored.157 In addition, restoring tidal flows to salt 
marshes that have been disconnected from the ocean has the potential to remove the equivalent of 
12 million metric tons of carbon from the atmosphere by reducing emissions of methane, a powerful 
greenhouse gas.

CLEANUP FROM OIL AND GAS 
WELLS10

Fossil fuel extraction, including new oil and gas leasing and permitting, is counterproductive to 
facilitating equitable access to nature. Moreover, the fossil fuel industry is the primary cause of 
climate change158 and poses an immediate threat to the health and well-being of millions of people, 
local wildlife, and ecosystems. 

https://www.habitat.noaa.gov/apps/restoration-atlas/
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Areas throughout the U.S. and world are pockmarked with the extraction of minerals and drilling 
for oil and gas. For example, research estimates “the land area occupied by [oil] well pads, roads, 
and storage facilities built from 2000 to 2012 is 3 million hectares, the equivalent land area of three 
Yellowstone National Parks.”159

Land conversion to oil and gas extraction significantly reduces the biological function of areas in ways 
including but not limited to: air, water, and soil pollution, fragmentation of migratory pathways, 
altered wildlife behavior, reduction of carbon sequestration 
potential, increased susceptibility to ecologically disruptive 
invasive species, competition for remaining lands, and water 
stress due to high water usage from hydraulic fracking.

These drilling and mining areas also disproportionately 
harm the health and well-being of disinvested communities. 
Communities of color and low-income communities are more 
likely to be located near fracking wells that contaminate the 
local area with toxic pollutants, leading to heart defects, infant 
mortality, and childhood cancer.160 For example, almost two 
million U.S. Latinos live in a place where air pollution from the 
oil and gas industry is so high that the cancer risk from this 
source alone exceeds the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
level of concern for air toxics exposure.161 In addition, air 
pollution from fossil fuel emissions increases asthma risk and 
severity – and Latino children are twice as likely to die from 
asthma as white children.162 

This is true not only in rural areas, but also urban ones. For 
example, Los Angeles is home to the largest urban oilfield 
in the U.S., surrounded by predominantly Latino residents 
who may walk by an oil site on the way to school or work.163 
Similar demographics and oil well proximity to Latino communities are located in central California 
communities like Lamont, Arvin, and Lost Hills. 

To help prevent further climate catastrophe and transition energy extraction sites from one the 
largest greenhouse gas sources to a resilient carbon sink, national and local governments must 
bring an end to fossil fuel extraction and prevent additional leasing and permitting of lands for 
the industry’s use. 

Drilling and mining areas, though currently polluted and dangerous, are ripe with opportunity for 
increasing biodiversity and nature access through remediation and restoration to create nature 
recreation areas. Plugging these wells to prevent leaks of methane and other pollutants and 
restoring this land for conservation purposes provides multiple benefits for the climate, wildlife, and 
park-deprived local communities. Fundamentally, land restoration shifts conservation dynamics 
from preventive to proactive expansion of healthy, resilient green spaces—especially in historically 
marginalized communities of color.

Restoration of formerly extractive sites should also form part of the strategy for enacting a just 
transition from fossil fuel industries. These land restoration efforts would help provide green jobs and 
encourage a just transition for the region’s oil and gas workers. Oil and gas workers can be retrained 
and their income restored, for example, via employment in nature restoration and management, 
along with the economic opportunities surrounding ecotourism and outdoor recreation.164
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CASE STUDY: 
THE SALTON SEA

California’s Salton Sea provides a powerful example of how directly environmental injustices, climate 
change, and ecosystem degradation are linked. It also provides an example of how co-valuing 
environmental justice and conservation practices can create intentional multi-benefit solutions for 
interconnected crises.

Brief historical overview
The Salton Sea was created when the Colorado River flooded between 1905-1907 and collected 
in the natural indentation. In fact, this process reflected the hydrologic system that had operated 
for thousands of years in the region, naturally flooding and collecting in depressions prior to the 
expansion of canal and irrigation systems. Once the body of water was reestablished and flooding 
was controlled, the site was designated as a “sump”—collection site for undesirable agricultural 
pollutant runoff.165

During the 1950s and 1960s, the sea also became a popular tourist attraction for Southern Californians, 
but rising water from increased irrigation flooded its hotels and resorts, driving the tourists away. 
Rumors about the health effects of swimming and angling in the pesticide-contaminated water also 
influenced the decline of the resorts, indicating a decades-long concern for the Sea’s adverse health 
impacts. Beginning in the 1970s, tourism to the area began to decline due to increasing salinity, 
sulfuric smells and fish and waterfowl mortality.
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Globally important bird area
In addition to being valued as a site for recreation and disposing waste of the growing regional 
agricultural economy, increased flows resulted in major shifts in significance to hemispheric bird 
populations. The Salton Sea has become a globally significant Bird Area as a critical inland wetland 
habitat along the Pacific Flyway.  For example, more than 400 bird species have been recorded in the 
area and significant populations of several bird species utilize the wetlands for nesting, wintering, 
and stopover sites. In the 2018 report, Status of Birds at the Salton Sea, Audubon scientists estimate 
that up to 90 percent of Eared Grebes, 50 percent of Ruddy Ducks, and 30 percent of American White 
Pelicans rely on this habitat.166

Declining water levels and shoreline erosion
Nearly a century later, in 2003, the Imperial Valley transferred its Colorado River water rights to 
San Diego, and the Salton Sea, which had been sustained by runoff from the valley for most of the 
twentieth century, lost much of its inflow. As reduced flows and increased temperatures caused the 
sea to shrink, it released pesticides and other toxins, leading to massive fish and bird die-offs over 

the course of two decades. In addition, bird populations decreased as the 
Salton Sea increased in salinity, leading to increased deaths from fish like 
tilapia and leading to reduced food supply.

Extreme heat and declining water supply have led to erosion of the beach 
shoreline, which has led to toxic dust being blown toward nearby residential 
communities and has led to increased rates of childhood asthma and other 
health conditions such as nose bleeds, wheezing, allergies, and dry coughs. 
The sight and smells of decaying fish and algae affect quality of life in the 
area, as well as the lack of recreational infrastructure such as observation 
decks and shaded areas. 

The nexus between environmental degradation, climate change, and human 
communities is strongest pertaining to air pollution and lack of quality 
recreational opportunities. The eastern Coachella Valley is also home to 
many low-income, Latino, and farmworker communities such as Thermal, 

Mecca, and Oasis. Many residents report having inadequate social and built infrastructure to adapt 
to the extreme heat and air quality conditions.167

In other words, the ecological degradation from long-term pollution exposure, climate stressors, 
and reduced water flows has resulted in negative impacts for human, flora, and fauna communities.  

Habitat restoration as a multi–benefit solution
Local stakeholders have identified several multi-benefit solutions to address these longstanding 
concerns, including coastline rehabilitation and expansion of plant cover.  Years of stakeholder 
engagement has led to the adoption of the Salton Sea Management Plan in 2017.168 This ambitious 
effort  aims to construct nearly 47 square miles of habitat and dust suppression projects around the 
Salton Sea by 2028. However, many advocates claim restoration efforts have been too slow and 
share concerns about reliability of funding to manage the shoreline in the long-term. 

In other words, the 
ecological degradation 

from long-term pollution 
exposure, climate stressors, 

and reduced water flows 
has resulted in negative 

impacts for human, flora, 
and fauna communities.
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This paper shows access to nature is a powerful lens through which to enact biodiversity, climate, and 
equity gains, through a variety of potential investments in nature conservation and restoration—including 
in the most urbanized and degraded locations. 

All over the world, leaders must redouble efforts in the built and natural environment to better suit the 
needs of the biosphere and the people who rely on it. Access to nature is the lens through which we can 
make these investments in an equitable manner. When nature access for all is attained, the result is 
better-off communities, better-off ecosystems and a more stable climate, with more buy-in necessary 
to maintain the improvements.

It is important to note that nature access is by no means a substitute for the deep cuts in greenhouse gas 
emissions needed to keep the earth from drastic warming. However, it is necessary as a complementary 
measure along with emissions cuts, as well as a tool for adaptation and resilience. Even small-scale 
improvements, such as adding street trees or native plants in backyards, will have significant benefits 
to local communities and ecosystems, in addition to the carbon sequestration they facilitate. As 
policymakers at all levels of government present their plans for ambitious climate action at COP 27 and 
beyond, nature access must be an integral component.

Ensuring that we foster all of our world’s diverse communities to be stewards of our natural 
infrastructure is the key to protecting, conserving, and restoring the world around us. As a matter of 
principle, in the creation, negotiation, and movement of these types of policies and initiatives, we must 
listen, absorb, and act on the concerns of disinvested communities, and with the free, prior, and informed 
consent of Indigenous peoples. Without diverse community voices and intimate knowledge of conditions 
on the ground, the best-meaning policies and initiatives can leave out or even harm those whom they 
were meant to serve. 

The solution to our degrading biosphere and threatened communities is a comprehensive, just transition 
to a climate-safe society. Not only must we move away from sources of greenhouse gases, we must 
protect and restore the nature, waterways and ocean that surrounds us. And we must do so in a way 
that shares the benefits of these investments with communities and remediates the harms caused by 
such a transition—as well as the harms that have been done by past and present pollution and colonialism.
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