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Abstract:   

The Earth is confronting pressing climate, biodiversity, and ecological health collapses, deeply 
connected to justice and equity, which demand the higher education community’s attention. This 
article presents A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: New York City, a collection of free 
online guided tours of green spaces, with options for people with disabilities. Set in a globally 
significant urban center whose diverse public parks embody the complexities, challenges, and 
opportunities of environmental justice, these audio-guided walks engage participants in active, 
experiential learning as they explore the city’s green spaces. Furthermore, participants may 
employ the user-friendly platforms and materials as models to create their own tours for any site 
they may choose, whether local, iconic, complex, or otherwise of interest. Each tour lasts about 
an hour and includes ten stops that take participants through history, from ancient Earth to the 
Indigenous era, colonization, enslavement, industrialization, park establishment, and the present 
day. Along the way, learners engage with site-specific information, such as the history of the 
African American Seneca Village community displaced to make space for Central Park in the 
19th century. These elements are explored through the lenses of environmental justice, 
biodiversity, ecological health, climate change, and just sustainability. Each tour offers wildlife 
observation opportunities and thought-provoking reflection questions. The visits intentionally 
counter the exclusionary and elitist history of many parks, instead embracing an ecocentric 
perspective that amplifies historically underrepresented human and nonhuman voices, aiming to 
empower all users in pursuit of a universally just and sustainable future. 
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“Environmental Justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity and the 

interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from ecological destruction” (First 

National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit). 

 

“Environmental justice embraces the principle that all people and communities are entitled to 

equal protection of environmental, energy, health, employment, education, housing, 
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transportation, and civil rights laws and regulations” (Bullard, “Environmental Justice – Once a 

Footnote, Now a Headline,” 244). 

A “just” sustainability is therefore: “The need to ensure a better quality of life for all, now and 

into the future, in a just and equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting 

ecosystems”(Agyeman et al., Just Sustainabilities: Development in an Unequal World, 5). 

Introduction 

Planet Earth faces significant and far-reaching environmental crises driven primarily by human 

activity (IPBES; IPCC 2023).  The population has exploded to over 8 billion people (Figure 1), 

exacerbating humanity’s ecological and climate footprints, or impacts, in tandem with 

overconsumption and technology (Ehrlich and Holdren 1212; GlobalFootprintNetwork; Holdren 

66). Around 1950 this growth converged with rising pollution, carbon dioxide, wildlife 

extinction and degradation, nuclear signatures, and more in the “Great Acceleration” of earth 

system indicators (McNeill and Engelke 1). The interconnected biodiversity, climate, ecological 

health, and environmental justice disruptions are increasingly acting as threat multipliers, fueling 

the “global polycrisis” of converging social, economic, and environmental risks (Heinberg 32). 

The world faces real dangers of exceeding planetary boundaries and reaching tipping points, in 

which systems suffer substantial and irreversible change, analogous to the sway of a seesaw, or 

the looming transformation of the vibrant and biodiverse Amazon rainforest into an ecologically 

impoverished savannah (Richardson et al.; Rockström et al. 102).  

These current well-documented environmental challenges are interconnected with justice and 

equity. Human inequality is strongly linked with environmental degradation; from countries to 

counties, related pollution and health problems worsen with widening gaps between the rich and 
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the poor (Agyeman et al. 2002, 77). Extensive research shows that vulnerable, marginalized, or 

minoritized human and non-human systems with limited resources and power, in particular, are 

disproportionately affected by environmental threats while contributing little to the problem 

(Bullard 2018, 1; IPBES; IPCC 2023; Taylor 2014, 1). In contrast, a small group of exceedingly 

wealthy consumers and corporations is responsible for most related harms while gaining the best 

advantages (Davis et al.). The seminal Environmental Justice (EJ) movement began during the 

U.S. Civil Rights era in response to environmental racism (Bullard 1993, 7). It has evolved from 

grassroots activism to a global framework seeking to ensure equity and quality of life for all 

while preserving ecosystems and respecting planetary limits (Agyeman et al. 2002, 77; 

Rockström et al. 102; Schlosberg and Collins 359; UNDP 5). 

Active Learning as a Tool for Environmental Justice  

Education is a key strategy for equitably addressing the environmental polycrisis, especially 

through active, experiential, or inquiry-based learning techniques like the tours presented here. 

These approaches broaden curricula by embracing diverse viewpoints and engaging diverse 

students, including those from underserved communities, in critical thinking with potential to 

meet market demands and achieve professional aspirations (AAAS; Bialek and Botstein 788; 

Rotherham). Traditional large lecture classes or outdated laboratory experiences focused on rote 

memorization of entrenched and disconnected concepts often fail to adequately prepare students 

for the complex, multidisciplinary demands of the modern workplace, and may even 

disadvantage minorities. Many learners from increasingly diverse backgrounds are not provided 

with the cross-disciplinary skills or experiential opportunities needed to navigate these 

challenges. 
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Evidence-based approaches, such as hands-on, inquiry-based, active learning methods, improve 

learning outcomes by engaging students through activities, questions, and discussions rather than 

passive listening. Active learning emphasizes higher-order thinking and often involves group 

work, leading to improved student performance, reduced failure rates, and critical thinking 

(Bravo et al.; Freeman et al. 8410). Although they are not a panacea and may result in less 

content coverage, active learning creates excitement and engagement, enhancing diversity, 

equity, and inclusion in education. 

The five green space tours presented here diversify pedagogical experiences, offering accessible, 

informative, and engaging resources for everyone, especially university students, outside of the 

classroom. Freely available to those in or visiting New York, these tours can also serve as models 

for student or faculty projects at other locations. Developed on user-friendly platforms, they can 

be customized to highlight environmental justice and green spaces around the world.  
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A Walk in the Park  

Protected Areas, including urban parks, are essential tools for mitigating and adapting to habitat 

loss, pollution, climate change, overharvest, disease, and other environmental threats (Margules 

and Pressey 243; Naro-Maciel et al. 19). Urban parks offer a wide range of benefits, including 

access to the outdoors, exercise opportunities, improved mental and physical health, and contact 

with nature (Naeem et al.). While their objectives vary from providing recreation to conserving 

biodiversity, reserves often face significant design, implementation, and equity challenges, with a 

complicated legacy of gentrification, forced removal, and exclusion (Naro-Maciel et al.; Taylor 

2016). Historically, reserves in the United States and beyond were often designed for affluent, 

white communities, systematically limiting or denying access to Indigenous peoples, other 

communities of color, and the working class (Taylor 2016, 1). Conservationist and Sierra Club 

Founder John Muir’s vision of nature as a sanctuary separate from people, for example, 

contributed to the displacement of Indigenous communities and the creation of parks prioritizing 

pristine wilderness over inclusive access (Melley).  

Green spaces in the globally significant city of New York embody many of these complexities, 

presenting both challenges and opportunities that resident or visiting learners can explore 

through the A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice series. The collection is currently 

focused on Manhattan, chosen for its globally recognized, iconic, educational, and designated 

environmental justice green spaces, both terrestrial and aquatic, with plans to expand to the 

remaining boroughs of Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens, and Staten Island.  

The collection can readily be adapted for use beyond New York City, offering a valuable model 

for site-based learning and serving as a foundation for individual or group research projects. 

Built on the user-friendly ArcGIS StoryMap platform with online tutorials (ESRI), site-specific 
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tours can also be created using free alternatives such as StoryMapJS (Knight Lab). Instructors 

and students, individually or collaboratively, can construct their own story map for any green 

space they choose.  

Each visit starts with a “Before You Go” welcome section highlighting environmental justice in 

the context of climate change, biodiversity, and ecological health. The online tours, accessible on 

users’ devices, each take about an hour and include audio and visual information, as well as 

Reflections and wildlife identification opportunities. Visitors are asked to access their tour’s 

website, download two free wildlife identification apps, and read over other preparatory 

materials. They may view the map and address any accessibility accommodations through the 

links provided.  

Over ten stops, participants travel from ancient Earth History, through the Indigenous era, 

colonization, enslavement, industrialization, immigration, park establishment, and into the 

present. Before starting, there is a Land Acknowledgement highlighting the native Lenape people 

and the legacies of displacement. This is followed by an overview of the site and the intersecting 

climate, biodiversity, ecological health, and environmental justice collapses, an explanation of 

ecocentrism versus anthropocentrism, and a set of Reflection questions to be considered along 

the tour (Figures 2, 3; Box 1). Tour materials are cited and referenced with a comprehensive 

scholarly bibliography that provides a strong basis for further exploration. By tracing the park’s 

layered past and present, the walks emphasize how environmental and social injustices intersect 

and invite reflection on the shared responsibility to build a more equitable and sustainable future. 
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Box 1. Reflection questions excerpted from A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: 

Hudson River Park (Naro-Maciel and Sridhar).  

●​ What did you observe along the Hudson River that was striking, interesting, previously 

unknown, or otherwise notable?  

●​ How is environmental justice conceptualized in this tour? Do you know of other 

definitions? How are these ideas reflected at Hudson River Park? 

●​ What are biodiversity, climate change, and ecological health? Why are they important yet 

in crisis? Who has been the most and least affected historically and into the present? How 

have these issues been manifested at Hudson River Park? 

●​ Compare and contrast anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. Which philosophical approach 

do you embrace? 

●​ Did the Seek and Merlin apps or other information help to identify organisms in the 

Park? Which ones? Describe their key characteristics. 

●​ What are some strategies to combat threats to biodiversity, climate, ecological health, and 

environmental justice observed along the Hudson River? In what ways are these 

strategies equitable or just, or not? How can more justice be achieved in these efforts? 

●​ What is your plan for a sustainable future? 

●​ What questions do you have? 

 

A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: Central Park (Naro-Maciel and Pomerance) 

visits one of the best-known urban green spaces in the world, co-designed by the venerated 

Frederick Law Olmsted and once home to the famous zoo escapee Flaco the Eurasian Owl. The 

environmental injustices perpetrated on one-time Seneca Village residents forced to leave their 
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homes for park establishment (Heim), along with subsequent neighborhood gentrification, 

represent only some of the many quandaries covered while passing through Belvedere Castle, 

Shakespeare Garden, the Pinetum, Turtle Pond, and the Ramble bird-watching mecca (Box 2). 

This walk uncovers the park’s deep geological and ecological history while also spotlighting its 

trees, butterflies, birds, and turtles, as well as the importance of biodiversity stewardship and its 

connections to a just sustainability. Central Park helps counteract urban heat islands and 

pollution, offering health benefits and underscoring the environmental justice need for equitable 

access to green space.  

 

Box 2. The story of the African American Seneca Village community displaced to make space 

for Central Park in the 19th century, excerpted from A Walk in the Park for Environmental 

Justice: Central Park (Naro-Maciel and Pomerance). 

 

STOP 4 - Seneca Village 

Welcome to Seneca Village. The previous stop detailed the forced displacement of the 

Indigenous Lenape people, and here, a similar legacy is evident. Before construction of Central 

Park began in the 1850s, the current northwest area of the park, from roughly West 82nd to West 

89th Street, was a thriving, predominantly African American community. The Village originated 

in 1825, when white landowner John Whitehead began selling his property in small lots. Two 

years later, slavery was abolished in New York City, and Seneca Village began to expand 

(Rosenzweig and Blackmar; Williams 42). The allure was clear – the Village was far uptown (for 

the time), away from the unhealthy conditions of the densely-packed downtown. But more 

importantly it provided a safe haven of sorts for Black New Yorkers, who were still heavily 

discriminated against despite the recent slavery abolition. In 1834, when anti-abolitionist rioters 
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attacked Black establishments and neighborhoods further downtown, the Seneca area was 

virtually unharmed (Kerber 28).  

Compared to other African American neighborhoods in New York City, Seneca Village residents 

were well-off. By 1855 it is estimated that half of them owned private land, which in turn 

provided political power. The majority of adults were employed, and most children attended 

school.  Furthermore, according to census data, residents tended to stay in the area, leading to a 

strong sense of community (Rosenzweig and Blackmar). Seneca Village also welcomed Irish 

immigrants coming to the United States to escape the Great Famine (so-called “Irish Potato 

Famine”), and the population peaked at 225-350 residents (Heim).  

In the late 1840s, planning for a large park in Manhattan was underway. Originally, a site on the 

Upper East Side known as Jones’ Wood was considered. However, the wealthy Jones and 

Schermerhorn families lived in this area and successfully blocked it from being chosen for park 

development. The second location proposed, a massive area from 59th to 106th Street between 5th 

Avenue and 8th Avenue, came to fruition, as the New York State legislature assigned 775 acres of 

land for its construction (NY State). This included Seneca Village, whose inhabitants were 

incorrectly accused by the media of being “squatters” and “thieves” (Berman). The vitriol aimed 

at the majority-Black and minority-Irish residents helped spur public interest in creating the park.  

By 1857 the New York City government exercised the power of eminent domain, acquiring all 

property in Seneca Village, and then evicted the residents. Immediately after, the government 

razed the Village, leaving hardly any traces of the formerly thriving and stable community. 

Central Park is integral to the very fabric of New York City. But for all its benefits, it is crucial to 

understand its complicated genesis. The uncomfortable truth is that this iconic green space was 
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built on one of the few areas that discriminated-against communities had to themselves. Seneca 

Village was basically forgotten for over a century after its destruction, and only recently has its 

history become a part of Central Park’s official legacy.  

A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: The High Line (Naro-Maciel) elaborates on these 

themes by exploring the once-abandoned freight rail, now transformed into a globally renowned, 

thriving, elevated park (Box 3). Shaped by human design and natural succession, the site 

integrates the environment with artistic and cultural expression. The High Line advances 

climate-resilience and biodiversity conservation with native plantings and porous surfaces. While 

the site celebrates urban biodiversity through curated plant life and pollinator habitats, the 

displacement of past human and nonhuman communities along the rail line must not be 

overlooked. The once-industrial zone that housed immigrant and working-class families has now 

been rebranded and erased in favor of sleek luxury developments. Throughout the visit 

participants are invited to consider the High Line’s potential as a model, as well as the lessons it 

can draw from other sites. 

Box 3. A history of High Line Park detailing historical erasure and inequity, excerpted from A 

Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: The High Line (Naro-Maciel). 

 

STOP 5 - Diller Von-Furstenberg Sundeck 

On this short tour, one can only begin to consider the largely erased history of native and 

enslaved people in this area, and start to scratch the surface of environmental and ecological 

justice. This visit is intended to encourage critical thinking and further questioning and 

investigation in more depth than is possible on this limited tour. It may be deeply concerning to 
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think of these matters on the expensive sundeck funded by Diller-Von Furstenberg of all places, 

but, again, this can serve as a starting point for further reflection. 

The Welikia Project Manahatta website shows what every Manhattan block looked like 400 years 

ago when Henry Hudson sailed up the river in 1609 on behalf of the Dutch. This was a 

completely different landscape then, covered by trees including oaks and maples, that 

transitioned softly through salt marshes or sandy beaches into the river, whose bed was covered 

by oyster reefs. Whales, porpoises, fish, beavers, bivalves, and even giant lobsters thrived in the 

rich waters. The people who lived, hunted, fished, and traded in this biologically diverse estuary 

were the Lenape.  

Many more questions than answers remain about the controversial so-called acquisition of 

Manahatta from the Lenape by the Dutch in 1624. The infamous purported “sale” of the island 

for the equivalent of 60 guilders, or $24, falls within a larger context of challenging 

environmental and social justice issues. The complexities, including very different cultural 

understandings of land ownership, gift-giving, sharing, rights of passage, gender roles, and sales, 

are described by Mary Kathryn Nagle of the Cherokee Nation in Stewart Huntington’s 

documentary Back to Manahatta: The Return of the Lenape, bearing witness to the erasure and 

exclusion of native peoples.  

As noted by Robin Wall Kimmerer in her award-winning book Braiding Sweet Grass: 

children, language, lands: almost everything was stripped away, stolen when you 

weren’t looking because you were trying to stay alive. In the face of such loss, 

one thing our people could not surrender was the meaning of land. In the settler’s 

mind, land was property, real estate, capital, or natural resources. But to our 
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people, it was everything: identity, the connection to our ancestors, the home of 

our nonhuman kinfolk, our pharmacy, our library, the source of all that sustained 

us. Our lands were where our responsibility to the world was enacted, sacred 

ground. It belonged to itself; it was a gift, not a commodity, so it could never be 

bought or sold. These are the meanings people took with them when they were 

forced from their ancient homelands to new places. (Kimmerer 17) 

The ensuing deforestation, as well as land use change to farmland and later urban centers, 

building of a wall around the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam, and coincident displacement 

of native peoples only expanded with the transfer of Manhattan to the British in 1674, who 

renamed the area New York.   

Enslaved people were first brought here by the Dutch, and High Line Park is located only miles 

away from New York City’s infamous slave market on Wall Street, which operated from 1711 to 

1762. Only Charleston, South Carolina, had a greater percentage of slave-owning residents than 

the 42% of New Yorkers in 1730. Enslaved people, constituting 15 to 20% of the population, 

fundamentally built the city’s physical structures, fueling its economy (Diouf). As the landscape 

transitioned to farming from fur trading, and the city began to form, human beings forcibly 

removed from Africa and the Caribbean worked on farms and in homes throughout the Hudson 

Valley.  

After the American Revolution, in which slave owner George Washington commanded troops 

from nearby Battery Park, the census reported 21,000 enslaved people living in the city. Many 

established New Yorkers, including Alexander Hamilton, who died at nearby Jane Street after 

dueling with Vice President Aaron Burr in 1804, owned people. Although officially abolished 
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here in 1827, human beings remained enslaved, and New York featured prominently in the illegal 

slave trade.  

From the 1700s to the mid-19th century, the Underground Railroad, led by Harriet Tubman, ran 

through nearby Greenwich Village, only blocks from the High Line, and opposition to the 

horrific practice of enslavement flourished. The Emancipation Proclamation was issued by 

President Abraham Lincoln in 1863, and slavery was officially abolished nationally through the 

13th Amendment in 1865. However, as noted by Harry Belafonte in 2010, “although slavery may 

have been abolished, the crippling poison of racism still persists, and the struggle still continues” 

(Belafonte). How does this history tie in with environmental justice along the High Line today?  

A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: Hudson River Park (Naro-Maciel and Sridhar) 

discusses the riverscape, which now protects this once pristine and biologically diverse estuary 

subjected to pollution, habitat loss, climate change, and more, in an ecocentric approach 

encompassing historically underrepresented human and non-human beings (Box 1). The Hudson 

River Park’s living shoreline, including vital ecosystems like the restored oyster reefs, plays a 

critical role in enhancing biodiversity and supporting ecological health. Oysters, which once 

thrived in the river, act as natural water purifiers by filtering pollutants, and their restoration 

helps protect the shore from erosion and storm surges. Alongside these restoration efforts, the 

park promotes sustainability through practices like composting, while offering green spaces for 

community well-being. Fostering a comprehensive approach to environmental and health equity, 

Pier 51 features a playground, Pier 46 hosts physical activity events, and there is ample room for 

outdoor running and walking. These initiatives contribute to the park’s goal of providing 

accessible and resilient spaces for all while helping mitigate the effects of climate change and 

biodiversity loss. 
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A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice: East River Greenway (Sridhar and Naro-Maciel), 

located within an Environmental Justice area designated by the NYC Mayor’s Office (NYC 

MOCEJ 2024), discusses the real-world conflict between biodiversity conservation, human 

recreation, and climate mitigation (Box 4). The East River Park, originally planned in the 1930s 

by the infamous Parks Commissioner Robert Moses, has undergone multiple transformations, 

from a recreational area to an effort aimed at protecting Manhattan’s East Side from climate 

change-induced flooding. The ongoing $1.45 billion East Side Coastal Resiliency Project focuses 

on flood protection and infrastructure improvements, while balancing ecological restoration, 

community needs, and environmental justice in a historically disadvantaged area, especially after 

the devastation of Hurricane Sandy in 2012. At Stuyvesant Cove, the community-driven 

transformation from a failed redevelopment project to a thriving park demonstrates the power of 

grassroots efforts, with initiatives like Solar One focusing on sustainability, ecological 

innovation, and food justice education. The tour also addresses the Project’s controversial 

redesign, which critics argue focused more on efficiency than meeting community needs, leading 

to environmental damage and frustration among local residents, especially those from 

low-income and BIPOC communities. This highlights the critical need for inclusive and 

sustainable development. 

Box 4. An example of complexities and nuances in pursuit of climate, biodiversity, and 

ecological health, in the context of environmental justice, excerpted from A Walk in the Park for 

Environmental Justice: East River Greenway (Sridhar and Naro-Maciel). 
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STOP 1 - East Side Coastal Resiliency Sign 

The notorious Power Broker, New York City Parks Commissioner Robert Moses (see Caro), first 

planned this waterfront recreational area in the 1930s, when it was implemented along with 

Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) Drive (NYC Parks). Given the prohibitive expense of acquiring 

real estate, new land was filled in from the river to make space for East River Park, which 

opened in 1939. The area continued to change, housing a once popular amphitheater that, along 

with many other city sites, succumbed to disrepair and vandalism during the societal turmoil of 

the 1970s. Revamped in the 1990s, new fields, tennis courts, and restrooms were added.  

Subsequently, spearheaded by then-Mayor Michael Bloomberg and PlanNYC (NYC MOCEJ), 

the city’s sustainability blueprint, the transformation into an integrated greenway gained traction.  

The Manhattan Waterfront Greenway, still partially in construction, is a ∼52-kilometer network 

of open spaces and parks designed to encircle Manhattan Island mostly along the shoreline. The 

goal is to create an inclusive, high-quality, and welcoming and resilient green space for 

pedestrians, cyclists, joggers, and people with disabilities, as well as supporting wildlife (NYC 

EDC). Linking together different areas expands the waterfront experience for visitors while 

providing a more connected habitat for birds, plants, and other organisms, and better protecting 

against climate-related storm surges and flooding.  

Within this loop, the ∼15-kilometer East River Greenway runs along its namesake river from 

Battery Park to 125th Street, with a gap in midtown for the United Nations Plaza (“East River 

Greenway”). The area includes the East Side Coastal Resiliency Project, “a coastal protection 

initiative, jointly funded by the City of New York and the federal government, aimed at reducing 

flood risk due to coastal storms and sea level rise on Manhattan’s East Side from East 25th Street 
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to Montgomery Street” (NYC ESCR). Triggered by the destruction wrought by Hurricane Sandy 

in 2012, and in accordance with 2050 sea level rise and wave projections, in addition to FEMA 

(Federal Emergency Management Agency) flood standards, this $1.45 billion initiative involves 

elevating shore-line stretches by 2.5 - 3 meters (8 -10 feet), and installing flood gates, sea walls, 

and berms to protect against climate change (NYC ESCR; Roche).  

The climate focus has at times clashed with other objectives, such as protecting biological 

diversity, providing recreational space, and advancing environmental justice (Kimmelman). The 

Lower East Side is a designated EJ area in which historically disadvantaged residents are more 

likely to experience negative impacts of pollution, climate change, and other environmental 

threats, with fewer resources to address them (NYC MOCEJ; NYC MOCEJ 2024). Over 110,000 

people, including ∼28,000 New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) residents, live in the 

East Side Coastal Resiliency project site (Nelson). Although the program began with community 

engagement, early plans were largely abandoned in 2020. Reactions were mixed; climate 

resilience efforts were generally supported, but concerns were raised about unmet needs and the 

loss of a cherished park and thousands of trees. This case highlights how competing goals in 

protected areas can both align and conflict, offering a complex and compelling real-world 

example. 

Centered on green programs at nearby New York University, A Tour of Sustainable NYU 

(Naro-Maciel) can be used as a model and adapted for other educational institutions and beyond. 

It follows a similar format to the A Walk in the Park for Environmental Justice collection and 

focuses on green roofs, energy efficiency, sustainable buildings, food, urban wildlife, and more. 

Throughout the tour, which covers Washington Square Park and surrounding (mostly) publicly 

accessible green spaces, students walk by community gardens growing food and native plants, 
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pass the energy-efficient CoGen plant at Mercer Plaza, view the new LEED Gold-certified 

Paulson building, and identify wildlife while considering questions about ecological and 

environmental justice in the context of sustainability (Box 5).  

Box 5. A discussion of sustainability excerpted from A Tour of Sustainable NYU (Naro-Maciel). 

STOP 1 - Washington Square Park 

Washington Square is a public New York City park that does not belong to NYU. However, it 

does offer a great view of some of the tour sites, and many community members routinely visit 

and utilize this open space. This park and the gardens around the university offer documented 

benefits for human health and well-being. Further, parks and protected areas represent key 

strategies for conserving biodiversity or life on Earth. The current biodiversity crisis is estimated 

to endanger a million wildlife species by 2100, according to thousands of documented studies 

summarized by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services (IPBES). This not only disrupts intrinsically valuable biodiversity and ecological 

interactions but also human communities directly or indirectly relying on natural resources, such 

as for food, medicine, crop pollination, and nutrient cycling.  

The impact of climate change, in which greenhouse gases from fossil fuels and land use change 

are warming the planet, further exacerbates this situation and constitutes a crisis of its own, as 

noted in decisive global reports by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

Indeed, humanity has impacted the Earth to such an unprecedented extent that an entirely new 

geologic time has been debated: the Anthropocene, or Age of Humans (Head 229; Zalasiewicz et 

al.). 
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These major environmental crises raise the topic of sustainability and what it means. There are 

many definitions of this complex term. How would you explain sustainability? The United 

Nations Brundtland Commission defined it as “meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on 

Environment and Development). 

However, in the UN “Declaration on the Right to Development” (UN 1986), Article 1 affirms 

that “the right to development is an inalienable human right by virtue of which every human 

person and all peoples are entitled to participate in, contribute to, and enjoy economic, social, 

cultural and political development, in which all human rights and fundamental freedoms can be 

fully realized.” This includes the right of peoples to “the exercise of their inalienable right to full 

sovereignty over all their natural wealth and resources.” The Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights proclaims that all people are entitled to food, water, and health (UN 1948). In 2022, the 

human right to a “clean, healthy and sustainable environment” was declared (UNEP). 

Even so, sustainable development can be difficult to achieve because of opposing environmental 

and monetary or social interests. To address this, the UN member states adopted the Sustainable 

Development Goals, depicted on the tour website, in their “2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development” (UN). The SDGs range from Goal 1 (No Poverty), through Goal 11 (Sustainable 

Cities and Communities), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and 13 (Climate 

Action), to Goal 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). These 17 goals are aspirational and encompass 

social, environmental, and ecological justice. They are based on a more ecocentric approach to 

the planet, envisioning all human beings, regardless of race, gender identity, economic status, 

and other factors, as embedded in earth systems and cycles, and interconnected with other valued 

life forms. This contrasts with the anthropocentric perspectives that tend to place select people at 
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the top of a hierarchy, dominating and marginalizing other human and non-human beings and 

systems, severely limiting understanding of and exacerbating current environmental and social 

challenges (Kopnina 109; Washington et al.).  

Theoretical Framework 

The seminal Environmental Justice movement of the U.S. Civil Rights era emerged from protests 

against environmental racism, or “... any policy, practice or directive that differentially affects or 

disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups or communities based on 

race or colour” (Bullard 1037). Landmark demonstrations in Warren County, North Carolina, 

took place in 1982 against dumping toxic soil contaminated with polychlorinated biphenyls 

(PCBs) in landfills of predominantly minority neighborhoods (Bullard 2018). With input from 

diverse groups, including Black, Asian, Latino, and Indigenous community activists and leaders 

nationwide, and key leaders like Hazel M. Johnson and Robert Bullard, the 17 Principles of 

Environmental Justice were created in 1991 (Figure 2). These principles highlight the right of all 

people to live free from environmental harm and advocate for just, sustainable policies that 

respect all communities. They emphasize self-determination, participation in decisions, and the 

cessation of pollution and harmful practices, particularly emphasizing the needs of marginalized 

groups. The first Principle states that “Environmental Justice affirms the sacredness of Mother 

Earth, ecological unity and the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from 

ecological destruction” (First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit; see 

Figure 2).  

This pioneering EJ framework has expanded, from grassroots to academia, and from local to 

global levels, leading to rich conceptual and procedural variation within a “unifying theme across 
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race, class, gender, age, and geographic lines” (Bullard 2005, preface). On a global level, 

“environmental justice is conceptualized as the goal of promoting justice and accountability in 

environmental matters, focusing on the respect, protection and fulfillment of environmental 

rights, and the promotion of the environmental rule of law” (UNDP 5). Definitions may draw on 

the concept of justice as fairness (Rawls), or focus on even distributions of burdens and benefits 

stemming from environmental problems (Schlosberg). Distributive justice aims for fair resource 

allocation, while procedural justice ensures fair processes, recognition justice focuses on 

adequate acknowledgment, and restorative justice involves repairing harm, among other models 

(Kuehn; Schlosberg). Ecological justice extends consideration to all life forms, or Earth’s 

biodiversity, centering on the distribution of burdens and benefits between humans, other 

animals, plants, fungi, and even microbes (Low and Gleeson 133; Schlosberg). Within these 

broader categories, climate (Schlosberg and Collins), energy (Sovacool and Dworkin 435), food 

(Murray et al. 725), and health (Taylor 2014) injustice manifest disproportionate disadvantages 

in these areas. Indigenous environmental justice addresses the ensuing issues and injustices faced 

by Native Peoples, centering their worldviews, knowledge systems, laws, sovereignty, 

decolonization, and self-determination (Jarratt-Snider and Nielsen). 

Rather than existing in isolation, these inequities often interact among themselves or with 

additional socio-economic aspects on various levels. Intersectional environmentalism (Thomas 

3), sometimes thought of as the “offspring” of Environmental Justice and Climate Justice (Laurel 

and Baker), builds on the original concept of racial and sexual intersectionality (Crenshaw 139) 

by advocating for people and planet, particularly amplifying the voices of historically 

underserved communities. Intersectionality refers to the complex interconnections among 
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environmental and social issues, including feminism, LGBTQ+, and racism, leading to multiple 

emergent effects (Laurel and Baker).  

Prevalent western colonial perspectives tend to anthropocentrically place select people at the top 

of a hierarchy isolated from and dominating other human and nonhuman beings (Kimmerer; 

Kopnina et al. 109; Washington et al.). In this human-centered approach, historically 

underrepresented people, nonhuman organisms, and their environments are primarily viewed as 

resources to be exploited for the benefit of dominant groups (Figure 3). In contrast to the western 

view, certain forms of Indigenous cosmology view humans as the youngest members of creation 

with much to learn from the wisdom of other species who have inhabited the Earth far longer 

(Kimmerer). More promising ecocentric approaches envision human communities as embedded 

in earth systems and cycles, equitably interconnected with other people and with organisms 

(Kimmerer; Kopnina et al. 109; Washington et al.). The unlimited growth and extraction model 

fostered by capitalism has led vulnerable, marginalized, or minoritized human and nonhuman 

systems with limited agency and power, thus they are disproportionately harmed. 

These threats not only disrupt people relying on natural resources, such as for food, medicine, 

pollination, and nutrient cycling, but also ecological interactions and other life forms valued 

intrinsically, or for the direct or indirect services they provide. In the vastness of time and space, 

life is uniquely known on Earth, where an astounding array of organisms has evolved, from 

recently discovered microbes through fungi and plants, to beloved animals like koalas and 

whales. However, the ongoing crisis threatening life on Earth, or biodiversity, is conservatively 

estimated to endanger well over a million wildlife species by 2100, potentially leading to the 

Sixth Mass Extinction, the first such catastrophic event since the end of the dinosaurs 65 million 

years ago (Barnosky et al. 51; Ceballos and Ehrlich 1080; IPBES).  
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Climate change, a crisis in its own right, further interacts with and exacerbates existing 

challenges as greenhouse gases, primarily produced from burning fossil fuels and land use 

changes, are trapped in the atmosphere and heat the planet (IPCC 2022; IPCC 2023). The 

ensuing intensification of natural disasters and their effects on displacement, migration, and 

development disproportionately impact low- and middle-income countries, underserved 

communities in developed nations, and non-human systems. Regions already weakened by 

conflict are particularly vulnerable to linked disasters and public health threats, often sparked by 

disputes over increasingly rare natural resources such as water. Rising sea levels from melting 

glaciers and thermal expansion pose existential threats to small-island and other less-developed 

nations that contributed very little to climate change, disrupting livelihoods and displacing 

coastal populations. Known as “climate change’s evil twin”, ocean acidification from carbon 

dioxide, along with deoxygenation due to rising temperatures and harmful algal blooms, is 

decimating aquatic food webs and weakening their ecosystems (Kolbert 125). The warming 

climate also intensifies hazards such as stronger storms, food and water insecurity, droughts, 

fires, heat-related illnesses, and the spread of diseases (IPCC 2023; Manisalidis et al.).  

The concept of ecological health espoused here centers on connections between human and 

environmental well-being (Talukder et al. 66). Biological sources of poor health, such as 

pathogen transmission to humans from other organisms (zoonosis), expand as people 

increasingly move around the globe, altering habitats and carrying vectors with them (Aguirre 

315; Kolbert 148). The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, stemmed from human interactions 

with coronavirus-bearing bats and rapidly spread around the highly interconnected planet 

(Lewis; Ullah et al.). Other ailments, such as those carried by mosquitoes, invade new 

populations as the climate warms (IPCC 2023). As discussed above, the disproportionate effects 
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on underserved populations of pollution, toxins, and other environmental degradations are well 

known.  

Just sustainability “to ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into the future, in a just and 

equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting ecosystems,” is thus a key goal 

(Agyeman et al. 5). A sustainable society is a fair society, environmentally, economically, and 

socially, that recognizes interactions with non-human systems and maintains resources and 

populations into the future, within planetary boundaries (Agyeman et al. 5; Bullard et al.; 

Rockström et al. 102; World Commission on Environment and Development). For some, 

sustainable development is the next step of the Environmental Justice movement, closely 

connected to the concept of just sustainability (Agyeman et al. 5; Goldman). Sustainable 

development is built on the three pillars of society, environment, and economy, often referred to 

as people, planet, and profit. These areas form the basis for the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals, a global framework aiming to ensure balanced progress (UN). These 

materials draw on earlier declarations, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN 

1948), the Declaration on the Right to Development (UN 1986), and the more recently declared 

right to a “clean, healthy and sustainable environment” (UNEP).  

Concluding Remarks 

The walking tours for environmental justice presented here offer active, engaging, and 

immersive ways to explore critical topics, whether by navigating New York City’s green spaces 

in person or by adapting the tours to other locations. The intersectional, multidisciplinary, and 

hands-on nature of these exercises makes them well-suited for a wide range of higher education 

contexts, usable individually or as a set. Built on user-friendly platforms, these tools enable 
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students, faculty, and other users, in New York City and beyond, to tailor them for any chosen 

situation. As interactive learning experiences, the tours adopt an ecocentric approach to 

addressing climate, biodiversity, and ecological health crises, while centering both human and 

nonhuman systems and justice. They uplift underrepresented communities, promote critical 

thinking and diverse perspectives, expand educational access, and encourage reflection on 

environmental justice and sustainability in the pursuit of a more equitable world. Take a walk in 

the park today!  
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Fig. 1. Human population growth from 10,000 BCE (Our World in Data).  
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Fig. 2. The Principles of Environmental Justice (First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit).
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Fig. 3. Human-centered (in red) versus ecocentric (in green) approaches (Stibbe). 
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