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Abstract
This paper analyzes environmental gentrification (EG), or the exclusion, marginalization, and displacement of long-term residents
associated with sustainability planning or green developments and amenities, such as smart growth, public park renovations, and
healthy food stores. We consider how activists, communities, and urban planners address these unjust processes and outcomes
associated with EG and how these strategies compare to those used by environmental justice (EJ) activists. Our evaluation of relevant
literature indicates several similarities with EJ resistance tactics, including collective neighborhood action, community organizing, and
direct tactics. We also identify several different strategies enabled by certain urban environmental conditions, such as leveraging
environmental policies and taking an active role in neighborhood redevelopment planning processes, collaborating with 'gentrifiers,' and
creating complementary policies to manage displacement and exclusion. Our analysis indicates a need for more research on how
activists can better assert the social and political dimensions of sustainability and their right to the city, and how green and sustainable
cities can achieve justice and equity.
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Introduction
Despite the promise of sustainability to deliver the tripartite goal of economic growth, environmental
quality, and social justice (Brundtland 1987), numerous studies have demonstrated that economic endeavors
tend to dominate sustainability efforts, reinforce existing power relations, and deliver little to the marginalized and
vulnerable populations who would benefit the most from a sustainable future - and who have long fought for
increased access to environmental goods and services (Agyeman and Evans 2004; Sze 2006; Pearsall et al.
2012). These dynamics of exclusion often take place in the context of municipal sustainability planning and
interventions, which are featured as a prominent component of and new opportunity for urban economic
development. For instance, the City of New York released PlaNYC in 2007 as a comprehensive sustainability
plan to facilitate population and economic growth. The City of Chicago features Sustainable Chicago 2015 as a
way to create a city that 'spends less on energy use with each passing year, creates good-paying jobs in up-and-
coming industries, responsibly maintains and upgrades its infrastructure, and ensures every Chicagoan has the
opportunity to live a healthy and active lifestyle' (City of Chicago 2013, no pagination). This language invokes the
metaphor that "a rising tide lifts all boats,' yet there is a trend of inequality that marginalizes and displaces
vulnerable communities to make way for 'smart growth,' 'green space,' and other environmental amenities
(Dooling 2009; Quastel 2009; Krueger and Gibbs 2008).

Environmental gentrification (EG), also called ecological gentrification (Dooling 2009) and green
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gentrification (Gould and Lewis 2012), characterized by the implementation of environmental or sustainability
initiatives that leads to the exclusion, marginalization, and displacement of economically marginalized residents,
has been documented in cities across North America, Europe, and Asia (Quastel 2009; Pearsall 2010; Gould and
Lewis 2012; Tretter 2013; Checker 2011; Sandberg 2014; Schuetze and Chelleri 2015; Anguelovski 2015a). The
'environmental' rent gap is central to the process of EG (Bryson 2013). In urban environments, environmental
contamination depresses property values - up to 45% - through the inherent undesirability of living on or near a
polluted site (Bryson 2013), and property values rise again following environmental remediation (Gamper-
Rabindran et al. 2011). Further, throughout the US site clean-up has been associated with increases in mean
household income and percentages of college-educated residents (Gamper-Rabindran and Timmins 2011). While
not all environmental cleanups create gentrification (Eckerd 2011), gentrification may occur in parallel with clean-
up activities, requiring planners to be attentive to socio-spatial impacts and land use conflicts (Abel and White
2011). Most recently, gentrification has also been linked to what Anguelovski (2015) has labeled 'green locally
unwanted land uses' (LULUs), such as green space creation (Checker 2011), park restoration projects (Gould
and Lewis 2012), bike lane infrastructure (Lugo 2015), smart growth development (Quastel 2009; Tretter 2013),
and the opening of 'healthy' food stores (Anguelovski 2015a).

Opposition to urban environmental improvements seems contradictory, particularly when it comes from
the long-time residents who have withstood the presence of contamination and lack of environmental amenities
for decades – in other words, those who have been affected by environmental injustice (Lerner 2010; Sze 2006;
Mohai et al. 2009). Recently, residents, community members, and social justice advocates have become
concerned about EG processes that threaten to displace long-term residents, exclude them from the
development process, or subsume planning decisions into market-based greenwashing or competitive city
language. Residents, community members, and activists have opposed these EG catalysts and pressures using
multiple strategies that challenge the presumed status quo of EG. In this paper, we ask: How are activists and
urban planners starting to address new forms of inequities for historically marginalized residents, and how do
their strategies compare to those used in environmental justice (EJ) campaigns? Anguelovski's (2015b) recent
examination of tactics employed by EJ activists identifies multiple strategies, including coalition building,
collective neighborhood action, community organizing, and direct or confrontational tactics, such as lawsuits or
direct denunciations (i.e. of violations of environmental protection laws). Based on our analysis of literature
published on EG since 2006, we find efforts to critique, contest, and resist EG have some overlap with EJ
strategies, including collective neighborhood action, community organizing, and direct tactics. However, we also
find a number of different strategies, such as leveraging environmental regulations and policies and taking an
active role in neighborhood planning processes, collaborating with 'gentrifiers,' and advocating for complementary
policy schemes. Below, we compare these strategies with EJ efforts. Our evaluation of strategies contributes to
research on resistance to EG and highlights the unique aspects of resistance that are enabled once urban
environmental amenities and residents of neighborhoods where they are located become a central part of
gentrification processes.

Overlapping EG and EJ resistance strategies and tactics
Reflecting the kinds of neighborhood collective action techniques used in EJ activism to promote local
participation in neighborhood revitalization (Manzo and Perkins 2006; Saegert et al. 2002; Crisp 2013), EG
activists and residents around the world have rallied together to participate in official city planning processes to
voice their opinions and challenge redevelopment initiatives that are inconsistent with community needs. They
attempt to influence the outcome of planning processes linked to environmental clean-up, restoration, or/and
ecological projects to make them more equitable. For instance, key stakeholders spoke out against a proposed
Green Corridor, to be included in part of Seoul's Urban Renaissance Master Plan, because of its top-down
approach, inattention to traditional small-scale urbanization patterns in Asia, and potential for gentrification
impacts (Schuetze and Chelleri 2015). During discussions of the Superfund designation of the Gowanus Canal in
Brooklyn, NY, many community groups and residents participated in extensive planning meetings to show their
support for the designation, despite the potential for the stigma associated with living near one of the most
contaminated sites in the U.S., because of the funding and institutional support that came with the remediation of
the polluted waterway (Pearsall 2013). In Austin, Texas environmental justice activists opposed the city's Smart
Growth plan, successfully, by reframing the plan as creating environmental inequalities (Tretter 2013). Meaningful
community engagement has been highlighted as a key component of redevelopment measures (Lubitow et al.
2015). While participation in bureaucratic channels provides one avenue for formally registering community
concerns, some groups have found that their participation does not have a meaningful impact on the outcome
(Rosan 2012), particularly given disproportionate power dynamics within low-income and minority communities,
and may only result in a brief aside that there was opposition to the project. Also, as Checker (2014) notes, this
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type of sustained participation can be time-consuming and resource-intensive for activists and residents - and
create more burden for socially vulnerable residents.

Like EJ activists, EG efforts have also extended the capacity of collective action through complementary
efforts of community organizing that include community-based organizations (Scally 2012; Von Hoffman 2004;
Williams 1985). In the case of EG, such organizations play an active role in building community wealth and
alternative development and training schemes for vulnerable residents so that they are able to continue living in
and affording the cost of living in their neighborhoods. One example is 'sustainable community development
without displacement' schemes, through which long-term residents take control over community resources and
develop small industrial development projects in their neighborhood. Recent research in Boston, MA reveals the
creation of new types of business models that associate job creation and training, sustained income generation
for long-term residents, and EJ (Anguelovski et al. forthcoming). New partnerships between nonprofits, small
businesses, and residents are facilitating the creation of integrated food networks by bringing together food
growers, food processors, retails, restaurants, small waste management companies, and community land trusts.
Through a partnership called the Dudley Real Food Hub (DRFH), community members work together to address
complex development issues, increase access to affordable land and fresh produce, provide healthier
restaurants, offer healthier school food, reuse vacant lots for growing food, develop community-owned food
businesses and jobs, and help create new business ventures around food waste collection, management, and
recycling. This case study illustrates residents using local environmental assets to build a new community-based
industrial base and to ensure economic development opportunities for families living in the neighborhood and
under pressures of gentrification.

Beyond official channels, EG activists and coalitions of residents have also engaged in direct tactics,
similar to those employed by EJ activists (Bandy and Smith 2005; Pellow 2001; Pellow 2007), in an effort to put
pressure on government agencies and corporations. In Vancouver, opponents to the city's EcoDensity plan held
protests and wrote letters to the editor in local media to voice their concerns about the lack of affordable housing
and livability aspects of the plan. Though the bill ultimately passed, Rosol (2012) notes that it was contentious
and that there was weak support. In response to a proposed Whole Foods grocery store in Boston, some
residents created a coalition called 'Whose Food, Whose Community' and engaged in a series of protest actions
to share their opposition, including hanging banners, posting comments in newspapers and online forums, and
organizing town hall meetings against the opening of this 'healthy' food store (Anguelovski 2015a). These efforts
to raise awareness of community concerns did not stop the opening of Whole Foods; however, arguably, they
created greater visibility of the social and racial impacts associated with healthy food store siting. Food justice
advocates are increasingly aware of the potential of such stores for attracting new residents and their impact on
real estate prices (Cadji and Alkon 2014; Anguelovski 2016).

Differing EG and EJ resistance strategies and tactics
This section outlines three EG strategies that differ from those used in EJ activism, as they are enabled
by the intertwined processes of gentrification and urban environmental change: leveraging environmental policies
and participating in neighborhood redevelopment planning, collaborating with 'gentrifiers,' and utilizing
complementary policy schemes. While EJ activists have used scientific studies to motivate public agencies and
corporations to respond (Corburn 2005), EG activists have found ways to successfully leverage environmental
policies and regulations to oppose inequitable socio-economic and environmental impacts. For instance, the
addition of the Gowanus Canal in Brooklyn, NY to the Superfund National Priorities List (NPL) was a contentious
issue that polarized the community around the issue of neighborhood redevelopment (Pearsall 2013). Opponents
argued that it would slow the redevelopment of the long-abandoned brownfields along the banks. Supporters
argued that it would allow for a thorough remediation and a formalized mechanism for ongoing community
involvement in redevelopment. Ultimately, the state of New York declared the site sufficiently toxic for the
designation. While the designation may have slowed the pace of gentrification in the area, Pearsall (2013)
concludes that it may not change the future of redevelopment in the area. In Sweden, city ecologists were also
able to use an environmental policy to improve public access to a new urban park in Malmö (Sandberg 2014),
initially established as a scenic-only amenity for condominium owners situated along the perimeter of the park. By
discovering unique flora and fauna, city ecologists advocated for the park to become a nature reserve with
greater accessibility. These examples demonstrate that certain urban environmental features serve as driver of
gentrification, yet they have policy implications that may help activists realize more equitable outcomes.

While some EG activists have used confrontational tactics, others have pursued a collaborative
approach with environmental and urban planners, public officials, and local industries. A strategy coined 'Just
Green Enough' (Curran and Hamilton 2012) involves the development of a partnership between the 'gentrifiers'
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and long-time residents to remediate and redevelop contaminated sites without the displacement. Curran and
Hamilton (2012) observed this process in the redevelopment of Newtown Creek, an industrial waterway that was
designated as a Superfund site in 2010, where they found a growing number of collaborative efforts to remediate
the creek and add new amenities, such as parks and a nature walk, through formal planning efforts, and to
incorporate the former industrial fabric into new economic development opportunities – rather than to eliminate
industrial activities. They find that state intervention in remediation efforts provides mechanisms for meaningful
community participation.

Finally, some EG activists have found that complementary policy schemes also provide an effective
approach to reduce displacement potential. Anti-gentrification policies might include housing trust funds to
complement community-based greening strategies with affordable housing schemes (Thompson 2015) and
specific provisions for affordable housing, all of which need to be subject to stricter regulations of real estate
development by public officials and planners (Wolch et al. 2014). In Boston, the community land trust held by the
community organization DNI has allowed residents to control investment and development over 1,300 parcels of
formerly contaminated and/or abandoned land (Anguelovski 2014). In Malmö, Sweden, Fitzgerald and Lenhart
(2015) found that Eco-Districts were not associated with gentrification because city planners had an explicit goal
to include low-to-moderate income housing in all districts. Further, the design and scale of green space may
matter. Small-scale environmental projects may have less potential to attract large scale-development (Wolch et
al. 2014), and long linear green spaces integrated with blue infrastructure and with affordable public transit
systems may make access to green space more equitable over time and space (Ngom et al. 2016).

Conclusions and next steps
Urban environmental transformations and improvements are intertwined with processes that (re)produce
social and environmental inequalities and gentrification, and these inequities are contested by EG activists. This
analysis finds that EG tactics include established strategies from the EJ movement, as well as three different
strategies that have become necessary in the context of new displacement and exclusion trends developing in
the context of EG processes. Here, the environmental aspects of urban processes create opportunities for
institutional thickness that provides additional state and policy support for socially just outcomes.

We call for more research on EG to better understand how activists oppose the a-political, post-political,
and technocratic discourse of sustainability and reassert the social and political dimensions of the sustainability
concept - and their right to the city. What does their activism mean and how is it framed in a context in which
municipal sustainability projects are presented as win-win solutions for all residents? New large-scale research
should examine whether greener cities are in reality less racially and socially equitable and assess the reality
and magnitude of displacement within and across cities. In-depth assessments are needed to compare cities and
determine which ones are more equal than others as they implement greening agendas – and for what reasons.
Only by answering these questions will we as scholars, activists, and planners be able to answer whether and
how green and healthy cities can also be just.
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