
Designing for Dignity and Claiming Our 
Power: Ownership, Empowerment, and 

Transformation with Sustainable Buildings

NAACP takes the lead: Centering equity in the sustainable building sector Initiative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ask for definition of sustainability. Ask for definition of equity.Our definition: “Sustainable building regenerates, advances, and sustains the social, cultural, economic, and environmental health of places and communities.”Launched in 2018, the Centering Equity in the Sustainable Building Sector (CESBS) Initiative is working to ensure a just transition for our communities. We envision a future in which we proactively enforce sustainable building policies and practices that produce equitable access, opportunities, treatment, impacts, and outcomes for all, regardless of identity or status. We mobilize and galvanize leaders in the sustainable building community along with civil rights leaders to create industry-scale change. Deeper Dive (for Q&A):Definitions of equity and liberation from Our Communities, Our Power Toolkit:What do we mean when we talk about equity in sustainable building? In most cases, existing policies and practices for sustainability in planning, building, and development do not include the specific needs of frontline communities, or more specifically, African Americans, people of color, women, people with disabilities, people who are low-income, young people and people who are elderly, etc. We believe that frontline communities can create their own plans, policies, and projects, or that they should be an integral part of the formal process, so that those efforts equitably meet community needs.Difference from justice?We must remain grounded in our ultimate goal of freedom and collective liberation. We are fighting for a world where we are all free from all forms of oppression and exploitation. This liberatory vision is free from the confines of existing models or systems, including limits on thought or behavior. In other words, our liberation is not contained to improving the systems and conditions that we have today. The collective liberation of our people and ecosystems requires transformative action. When we liberate our spirits and allow our imaginations to run free we allow ourselves to articulate a bold vision for a future worth working for. Other useful definitions from BuildingGreen:equality—a state in which everyone, regardless of background, receives the exact same treatmentequity—a state in which people receive the treatment that meets their individual needs; in contrast to equality, equity includes recognition that people require diverse tools and resources if we are to achieve justice for alldiversity—representation of a variety of people in categories such as race, ethnicity, gender, age, physical or mental ability, socioeconomic background, geography, sexual orientation, gender identity, and moreinclusion—involvement and empowerment of diverse people and voicesmarginalized—treated as peripheral, not part of the default or dominant cultureprivileged—automatically receiving better treatment due to one’s position in a dominant culture, and able to ignore the struggles of marginalized people and groups



Who we are
NAACP members, our primary base External partners, our allies in the work
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The network of the CESBS Initiative includes more than 250 working group members, partners, and followers, representing at least 30 states and a wide range of backgrounds and perspectives.Photo: Felicia Davis - October 2019 CESBS Working Retreat Attendees in Virginia Beach



Why this?

Why now?

Why us?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since our founding over a century ago, the NAACP has been at the forefront of transformative social change. Grounded in our mission to ensure the health and well-being of all persons, the NAACP has taken leadership in the movement for sustainable, equitable, and regenerative buildings and development.  Buildings are at the center of lives in many ways. Americans spend about 90% of their time indoors. Buildings are also at the center of two of the biggest crises we face: racial/economic inequality and climate change. At the very root, the United States built its wealth on the displacement of Indigenous peoples and the enslavement of African Americans. Communities of color have been excluded from all types of decision-making and wealth-building over the generations, and nearly all institutions have yet to truly reckon with structural racism and reparations.Segregation, redlining, single-family zoning, over-industrialization, and disinvestment in communities of color have exacerbated inequalities when it comes to housing and development. Lower rates of homeownership, income inequality, mass incarceration, and other factors maintain an enormous wealth and opportunity gap. Systemic racism is a legacy that persists and is very much alive today. We know this because your zip code is still one of the best predictors of your health and life expectancy. Inequity is not an accident; it is the result of systems that are designed for exclusion.Almost one third of U.S. households experienced energy insecurity in 2015, meaning they paid a disproportionate amount of their household income on utilities. One in five households reported making trade-offs between paying energy bills and sustaining adequate heating and cooling or paying for basic necessities like food and medicine. Around 20% of worker fatalities in private industry in 2017 were in construction, taking the lives of 971 individuals that year.Buildings are responsible for 39% of global carbon emissions, coming from their operations (28%) and the emissions that are embodied in their materials and construction processes. Climate change and disproportionate environmental burdens are a threat multiplier for communities of color and other groups who are and will continue to live on the front lines.To quote Jacqui Patterson, Senior Director for Environmental and Climate Justice:“Communities of color and low-income communities bear the brunt of the impacts of unhealthy, energy-inefficient, and disaster-vulnerable buildings.  Yet, as one looks around the tables or worksites of the sustainable and regenerative building sector, there is little representation of the populations most impacted by our current proliferation of unsustainable, inefficient, sometimes unsafe, and often unhealthy building stock. Whether it’s as policymakers, advocates, architects, project managers, contractors, or even in the construction workforce, the most impacted communities are underrepresented in the design, construction, and occupancy of sustainable, regenerative, healthy buildings.”Just as the environmental movement as a whole has fallen short on promises to diversify, so too has the sustainable building sector. As an example, we know that less than 2% of registered architects are African Americans, and less than 0.4% are African American women. These trends apply across the professions of engineering, construction, manufacturing, planning, consulting, and more. There are significant barriers throughout the career ladder for underrepresented professionals.Photos: Jacqui Patterson - eviction, neglected and unhealthy buildings, and disaster impacts on Black and brown communities during her travels.For a deeper dive into the stats, visit the Comprehensive Summary of the CESBS Launch Summit:U.S. Energy Information Administration - EIACenter for Climate and Energy SolutionsNew Buildings InstituteInsurance Institute for Business & Home Safety. Dwyer-Lindgren, Laura, et al. "Inequalities in Life Expectancy Among US Counties." JAMA Internal Medicine. July 01, 2017. Accessed June 11, 2019. https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/2626194."National Vital Statistics System - United States Small-Area Life Expectancy Estimates Project - USALEEP." National Center for Health Statistics. 



“Sustainability without equity is 
sustaining inequity.”

Panelist, CESBS Initiative Launch Summit
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At our launch summit for the CESBS Initiative, a panelist spoke a powerful truth. Read quote.Here are some of the Guiding Statements of the NAACP’s CESBS Initiative: We work with a focus on the most impacted and disinvested communities, emphasizing existing residential housing (including affordable and rental), K-12 public schools, HBCUs, small businesses, faith institutions, and other community facilities that are created by and for frontline communities. We emphasize the role of women of color, youth, and seniors in bringing about this transformation. We redefine the focus of development to shift from property to human development. We seek to redesign the systems of our society to eliminate their structural racism and evolve them to be structurally inclusive. 
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It is common to hear the terms “social equity,” “quality of life,” and “green building for all” in the sustainable building sector. However, it is clear that there are some huge equity gaps in the actual requirements and norms of the sector. Here are a few examples of measures we consider fundamental to sustainable buildings and development:Universal designaffordable, accessible, and energy-efficient housingsocial and economic inclusionhealth equity for the groups at the greatest risk of harmemergency management and resilience to climate change for those most impactedfair treatment and decision-making for workershealing and trauma-informed designcultural resonance and multicultural designSo how is the CESBS Initiative going to take leadership in this movement?Photos:Top Left: In North Philadelphia, the Belfield Avenue Townhomes were built to Passive House standards and serve lower-income families.Top Right: Harvard University Bottom Left: Stock PhotoBottom Right: American Geophysical Union demolition team



Policy change 
at all levels

From local ordinances to 
state affordable housing guidelines 

to Federal funding
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In addition to policies for energy, transportation, and resilience, we advocate for equitable policies for green building and equitable development, including:Comprehensive PlanningGreen Building Standards for Public and Publicly-Funded ProjectsGreen Building Standards and Incentives for Schools and Affordable HousingBetter Building and Energy Codes for Residential and Commercial BuildingsNon-Financial Incentives for Commercial and Residential BuildingsFinancial Incentives for Commercial and Residential BuildingsBeneficial ElectrificationBuilding Energy, Water, and Emissions  Benchmarking and Transparency Laws & Building Performance StandardsHealthy Materials, Products, and HomesTargeted and Local Hiring, Equitable Enterprise Provisions, and Labor AgreementsPublic Funding for Worker-OwnedCooperativesCommunity EngagementAccessibility and Inclusive DesignCommunity BenefitsFair Housing & AffordabilityAnti-Displacement Measures Photos:Top: Jacqui Patterson - zoning board meetingBottom: NAACP



Justice, equity, 
diversity & inclusion 

in the professions
From early childhood education to 

diverse CEOs
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We are thinking about access to sustainability professions starting with community awareness and early childhood education to the highest forms of leadership in the private, nonprofit, and public sectors.Photos:Top: Jacqui Patterson - People of Color in ECJ DatabaseBottom: Hip Hop Architecture camp



Shifting 
the narrative

Reclaiming our stories and space in 
the movement
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Lastly, we seek to shift the entire narrative of “green building” by unraveling root causes and underlying assumptions and transforming the way the sector and the general public think about buildings and development. Currently, the “language” of the sustainable building sector is highly inaccessible. For example, dozens of rating systems all coin their own terms and categories for sustainable, green, living, healthy, resilient, regenerative, or high-performance buildings. Nearly all rely on technical jargon and background knowledge to be understood fully. Moreover, the messaging of major firms and organizations either focuses on luxury buildings or makes claims to social equity without meaningful explanation.When we get frontline communities in the room to strategize around these issues, they get it and are able to engage extensively around the relevance of sustainable buildings/built environments to their communities. How do we bridge the gap in how we talk about this so that the handful of people we’ve gathered shift from becoming the exception to becoming a few within a norm of frontline communities? How do we reach the point where everyone sees that this issue is everyone’s issue, so that as we advance the “voices of the people,” we advance an inclusive set of voices?Image:Emily Simons, graphic notes from Launch Summit



“Transition is inevitable. Justice 
is not.”

Quinton Sankofa, Movement 
Generation



What does equitable 
architectural design look 
like?
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What does equitable 
program design look like?
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“There is no such thing as a single-
issue struggle because we do not 
live single-issue lives.”
Audre Lorde
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We believe in practicing sustainability in way that embraces not just the environment, but also economic transformation and racial justice. Audre Lorde reminds us...Do you see yourself or your organization’s priorities in any of these issues and solutions? The NAACP ECJ Program was created to provide resources and support community leadership in addressing these human and civil rights issues. Please do not hesitate to reach out.
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Launched in 2017, Kinetic Communities Consulting (KC3) is New York City’s first certified Minority & Woman (M/WBE) Benefit Corporation energy equity consulting firm. 



Work with utility & government agencies to develop energy efficiency 
solutions that provide financial, environmental, housing, and health 
benefits to New Yorkers who need it the most. 

Externally…
We use data to develop strategic 
engagement strategies and tools 
to catalyze positive relationships 
with energy. KC³ works on projects 
throughout the State of New York.

We work in the intersection of 
finance, engineering, planning, 
and organizing; a sweet spot that 
helps us understand how to 
systemically drive change for a 
just clean energy transition. 
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KC3 is NYC's 1st MWBE Benefit Corporation built around bridging energy efficiency with the affordable housing sector. Affordable Housing buildings in NYC often are juggling what equipment they must reinvest in. When owners with limited financial means are overwhelmed with utility bills, they are face with a hard choice of losing their buildings or raising the rents. Investments in strategically timed energy-efficiency upgrades in multifamily buildings have the potential to deliver substantial financial, environmental, and health benefits to New Yorkers.  can help building owners understand when and where they should seek financial support, without overburdening their renters. That's what we do!  KC helps coop boards, property managers, non-profits, and other building owners find the resources and support they need to make their buildings a reliable, environmentally friendly home. 



External engagement takes work

Example Project

ElectrifySI

Community Collaboration

The goal of the project is to install Air Source Heat Pumps.

The community has voiced concerns of businesses closing, increased competition 
with large contracting firms. Nonprofit organizations directly & indirectly engaged 
in efficiency (housing, social services, education, and workforce development) are 
engaged to share for program and/or policy they are advocating for their 
communities in Staten Island. 

Resources are allocated 50% to administrators and 50% to local partners on the 
island. 

The program  goals have been set by island leaders. ElectrifySI is set to prioritize 
BIPOC homeowners, including those that are going through the 1st time 
homeowner program to incorporate ASHP into their purchase. It is also set to 
prioritize MWBE residential contractors who are traditionally under engaged 
within the energy sector, connect them to business operational training and 
support with SBS and ASHP training through the manufacturers.

The overall goal of this project is to support BIPOC communities begin to develop 
intergenerational wealth from within their own communities.





Designing for Dignity and Claiming Our 
Power

• Ownership, empowerment, and transformation with sustainable 
buildings

• Understanding the intersection of energy, equity, and housing 



We are all we need: Get involved
NAACP members

● Volunteer or recommend someone to chair a 
working group

● Volunteer or recommend someone for our Black 
leadership advisory group

● Let us know what you want and need
● Spread the word within and between units

External partners

● Help us sustain ourselves through funding
● Spread the word, particularly to professionals of 

color in the sector tackling these issues

Everyone!

● Join our mailing list
● Join a monthly working group
● Request a speaker or training

● Let us know if you have a relevant 
project or policy campaign

● Use our resources

https://forms.gle/LHt9Rht1YWCQmH9k8
https://forms.gle/LHt9Rht1YWCQmH9k8
https://www.naacp.org/climate-justice-resources/centering-equity-sustainable-building-sector/


Daphany Rose Sanchez,
Executive Director, Kinetic Communities 
Consulting
NAACP Centering Equity in the Sustainable 
Building Sector Participant
info@kc3.nyc

Lonnie Feemster, 
President, Reno Sparks NAACP #1112
Vice President, NAACP Tri-State 
Conference Idaho/Nevada/Utah
Nevada State Director, NAACP National 
Voter Fund
lonnielfeemster@netscape.net
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Questions?Here are the two staff members for the Initiative for further discussion with us.
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