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Introduction

Hurricane Maria’s devastation of Puerto Rico and other coastal 
communities in 2017 was a sobering reminder that climate change is 
happening now, and that the impacts hit hardest in low-income com-
munities, communities of color, and communities historically over-
burdened by an extractive economy built on fossil fuels. For Latinx 
communities across the United States, the threats of climate change 
compound existing inequalities, including poverty, discrimination, 
proximity to environmental hazards, and challenges in immigration 
status during this malicious current federal administration.

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 
2018 report, the world has less than 12 years to rapidly and dramati-
cally make changes to all aspects of society to limit global warming to 
1.5°C. At the same time, the policy choices and investment decisions 
that determine how we reduce emissions can positively impact com-
munities in important ways, including job creation, health improve-
ments, and building wealth and resiliency. Right now, New York State 
has the opportunity to protect its most vulnerable populations from 
fossil fuel pollution and climate change impacts, and to ensure that 
environmentally vulnerable low-income communities are not left 
behind in the renewable energy economy.  

The Climate and Community Protection Act (CCPA), a major 
policy solution developed by the NY Renews coalition that is 
currently awaiting action by the New York State legislature, is the key 
to achieving these interrelated goals. Most importantly, New York’s 
Latinx communities, including black and indigenous peoples, as well 
as other communities of color, are a major focal point in this bold 
climate solution for all New Yorkers. This report outlines some of the 
particular risks and challenges facing Latinx communities, the efforts 
of grassroots community-based organizations to increase climate 
resiliency for Latinx communities, and how the CCPA can help drive 
resources to support these efforts and address racial inequity and 
climate change at the same time. 

The CCPA can help New York achieve a Just Transition by cutting 
100% of anthropogenic greenhouse gas pollution from all sectors of 
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the economy, protecting communities and workers on the front lines of 
climate change, ensuring that jobs in the new energy economy conform 
with fair labor standards, and requiring that all state government policies 
and actions be aligned with climate and equity goals.1 

From a standpoint of equity, this legislation is the most ambitious climate 
bill in the country because it: 

•	 Sets aside 40 percent of the state’s clean energy funding to be reinvested 
in frontline, environmental justice, and disadvantaged communities.

•	 Mandates that state agencies use an “equity screen”—a set of principles 
and policies that considers equity outcomes alongside climate outcomes, 
including mapping of targeted communities, tracking progress, and 
requiring agencies to develop regulations in line with meaningful public 
input.

•	 Creates a Climate Justice Working Group to identify disadvantaged 
communities across New York State, and to oversee policy design and 
implementation of equitable climate solutions.  

Together, these elements will benefit Latinx communities and other 
communities of color, low-income communities, and immigrants, while 
enabling them to play a significant role in shaping climate solutions for 
New York State.

about the ny renews coalition

The NY Renews Coalition—with more than 160 members 
comprised of environmental justice groups, traditional greens, 
racial and economic justice groups, faith-based groups, and 
labor unions—was inspired by and created after the first People’s 
Climate March in 2014, with intersectional roots that started to 
deepen in the wake of Superstorm Sandy. The coalition follows 
a bottom-up decision-making process informed by the Jemez 
Principles of Democratic Organizing, giving grassroots leaders 
not just a voice but decision-making power in the development 
of policies, advocacy, and political strategy. Latinx and racial 
justice advocacy organizations are a cornerstone of NY Renews 
and include The New York City Environmental Justice Alliance 
(NYC-EJA), El Puente, Brooklyn Movement Center, Good Old 
Lower East Side (GOLES), Make the Road NY, THE POINT 
CDC, PUSH Buffalo, and UPROSE.

Continued next page
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The strong climate justice commitments of the CCPA, in 
terms of both racial equity and labor standards, are clear and 
should serve as a model for embedding similar commitments in 
federal climate policy. No less important, however, is the process 
of policy development that led to the CCPA. Previous develop-
ment of environmental and climate policies at the federal level 
has rarely been genuinely participatory, if at all. As the climate 
crisis accelerates and the communities most impacted by climate 
change continue to lead in developing solutions, the CCPA offers 
a model of that embraces robust participation of frontline leaders 
in determining policy and in developing the kind of grassroots 
engagement strategy that, more than ever, is needed to win on 
climate. 

The people of New York State already have the power to defeat 
injustice by winning on climate, and that power is in our people 
and our most impacted communities; the CCPA is proof of this 
and a solution for Latinx New Yorkers that speaks to the scale of 
the climate crisis while ensuring a Just Transition for impacted 
communities and workers alike. 

Continued
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I. Climate Change Impacts in Latinx 
Communities

Climate change impacts such as severe weather, flooding, and 
extreme heat increase health and safety risks for people of color—and 
for Latinx communities in particular. A recent national poll found 
that over 78 percent of Latinx respondents reported personally ex-
periencing impacts of climate change, with over 65 percent having 
experienced extreme weather events including deadly heat waves, 
frequent and intense storms, and flooding within the past 5 years.2 
Similarly, 3 in 4 Latinos are “worried” about climate change,3 and over 
60 percent of Latinx residents in the United States live in California, 
Texas, Florida and New York—states that are at higher risk of exposure 
to extreme heat, air pollution, flooding, and other climate impacts.4

Severe Storms
Climate change is increasing the frequency, duration, and severity 

of severe weather events; the Atlantic hurricane seasons over the past 
6 years have thrown into stark relief the unequal impacts of severe 
weather on people of color and Latinx communities.    

In 2012, Superstorm Sandy devastated the New York metropoli-
tan region, but disproportionately impacted low-income people of 
color. This is partly due to the higher representation of black and 
Latinx residents in public housing sited in vulnerable neighborhoods 
including Red Hook, Coney Island, the Lower East Side, and the 
Rockaways. Over 400 public housing developments lost electricity, 
elevators, heat, and hot water—affecting nearly 80,000 residents.5 The 
storm’s impacts exacerbated many existing environmental injustices 
faced by New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) residents. 
For example, a coalition of NYC-based community organizations 
conducted a survey of NYCHA residents over a year after Sandy, and 
found that 55 percent of survey respondents had repair needs in their 
apartment before Sandy, 40 percent had new repair needs as a result 
of Sandy, and 62 percent were told they would have to wait 6 months 
or more to receive repairs.6 Issues like mold, which had been reported 
as a problem prior to Sandy by over a third of respondents, worsened 
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after the storm. Forty-one percent of respondents in Red Hook 
reported that NYCHA had done nothing to address the mold after 
the storm, with 42 percent of those respondents being Latinx. Eighty-
four percent of respondents in the Lower East Side (over two-thirds 
of whom were Latinx) were told they have to wait 6 months or more 
to receive repairs for their apartments.7 

Community-based organizations like Make the Road NY (MRNY) 
recognize that climate change presents severe risks for the Latinx 
and immigrant communities they serve. MRNY ran a survey after 
Superstorm Sandy which shed light on the significant negative 
economic impact on New York’s immigrant community. In Staten 
Island, 60 percent of immigrants surveyed reported economic damage 
to their homes and personal property, and 40 percent of respondents 
were displaced from their home because of storm damage. MRNY 
also found that immigrants were less able to access relief post-disas-
ter. Seventy-eight percent of immigrants surveyed had not applied 
for relief because they did not understand the application process, 
suggesting a failure by government entities to provide outreach to 
immigrant communities.8 

Superstorm Sandy also revealed that recent immigrants are par-
ticularly vulnerable to the economic devastation in the aftermath 
of such events. Despite having about the same rate of labor force 
participation as US-born New Yorkers, the median earnings for 
immigrants are significantly lower (see Figure 1). Immigrants are 
also more likely to work in jobs without any paid leave, and to live 
in overcrowded housing with poor health and safety conditions; cli-
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mate-related disasters like Superstorm Sandy only compound the many 
difficulties new immigrants already face. The greatest hurdle is faced 
by those immigrants who are “non-qualified aliens” under federal law 
and thereby barred from receiving cash assistance from FEMA or un-
employment benefits.9 Missed paychecks as a result of weather-related 
emergencies greatly impact the ability of many immigrant families to 
meet basic needs. 

F I G U R E  1 . 

Median Earnings by Immigration Status

NYC Total U.S.-Born 
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More broadly, many Latinx community members have challenges 
related to immigration status. Because of discrimination or justifiable 
fear, undocumented members of Latinx communities may be less likely 
to access financial assistance and other services related to disaster 
recovery and public health, which only compounds the socioeconom-
ic vulnerabilities of Latinx communities facing acute climate change 
impacts. 

Flooding and Toxic Exposure 
Historical patterns of environmental racism have resulted in the dis-

proportionate siting of noxious facilities in low-income communities of 
color. Many of these facilities are also located on industrial waterfronts, 
where storm impacts threaten residents with acute exposure to harmful 
chemicals and pollutants that may be released.10

In New York City, clusters of industry and polluting infrastructure 
along the waterfront known as Significant Maritime and Industrial Areas 
(SMIA) are located in environmental justice communities--predominant-
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ly low-income communities of color--in the South Bronx, Brooklyn, 
Queens, and Staten Island. All of the SMIAs are located in hurricane 
storm-surge zones and collectively host class 2 Superfund sites, 
regulated active bulk chemical and major oil storage facilities, and 
facilities reporting chemicals in the Toxics Release Inventory under 
the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Emergency 
Planning and Community Right to Know Act.11 For example, Sunset 
Park, Brooklyn, where 42 percent of residents are Latinx, hosts 
nearly 600 acres of waterfront industrial land that includes wa-
ter-dependent facilities, concentrations of industrial activity, 
well-buffered manufacturing districts, and large brownfields.12

Extreme Heat Vulnerabilities
Extreme heat is the deadliest climate change risk, even though 

most heat-related deaths are preventable through outreach and in-
tervention.13 As climate change progresses, heat waves are expected 
to be longer, more frequent, and more deadly.14 Estimates for New 
York City project that the number of heat waves could double or even 
triple to 7 per year by 2050, compared with averages between 1970 
and 2000.15 Extreme heat events can not only cause heat exhaustion 
and heat stroke, but also exacerbate existing health issues, resulting in 
fatalities from heart attacks, strokes, and other forms of cardiovascu-
lar disease.16 

Latinx immigrants are among the most vulnerable in the United 
State to heat-related mortality. One study found that 87 percent of 
all U.S. heat-related deaths occurred among Hispanics.17 The same 
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Continued next page

study found that undocumented Hispanics are 3.6 times more likely to 
die from heat-related causes than U.S.-born residents. Nationally, Latinx 
residents are over 20 percent more likely to live in the hottest parts of 
cities with less green space and more heat-retaining surfaces;18 and about 
one-third of Latinx households live without air-conditioning.19 Latinx 
residents are also heavily concentrated in southern and western states like 
Texas and California, which can expect to see more extreme temperature 
increases as climate change accelerates. 

In New York City, more than half of public housing residents also live in 
the city’s most heat-vulnerable neighborhoods—and nearly half of those 
residents are Hispanic.20 The South Bronx, where about two-thirds of 
residents are Latinx,21 ranks highest for heat-vulnerable neighborhoods in 
the city.22 

how the point cdc is on the  
frontlines of community 
preparedness for extreme  
heat in the south bronx

THE POINT CDC (Community Development 
Corporation) - Hunts Point (The Bronx, New York) 

About this Community (Bronx Community District 2)23

•	 68.2% percent Latinx
•	 33.7% limited English proficiency 
•	 29.3% below NYC poverty threshold
•	 48.6% rent burdened
•	 $18,219 median household Income
•	 6.1% unemployment rate 
•	 33% of residents lack A/C
Hunts Point in the South Bronx is one of the most heat-vul-

nerable communities in New York City. On top of this severe 
climate risk, residents are also victims of numerous spatial 
inequalities such as massive highways that bypass and border 
their communities, lack of waterfront access and green 
spaces, zoning policies that favor heavy industrial activity, 
and the disproportionate amounts of waste handling in this 
part of the city.  

Local community organizations are a critical resource 
for increasing the resiliency of Latinx communities. For 
example, The POINT CDC runs a program in partnership 

Despite the many challenges 
that Hunts Point faces, we 
are resilient, tough and are 
at the forefront of our own 
climate solutions and just 
transition... We see the CCPA 
as a innovative solution since it 
aims to set aside 40 percent of 
the state’s Clean Energy Funds 
to be reinvested in frontline, 
environmental justice, and 
disadvantaged communities. 
The equity provisions of the bill 
make it the most progressive 
climate legislation in the 
country, because at its heart—
CCPA is about racial, climate 
and environmental justice.  

– FERNANDO ORTIZ 

Climate Preparedness and Resiliency 
Organizer for THE POINT CDC

Excerpt from testimony at the 
NYS Senate Climate Change 
Hearings, February 2019. 
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Continued

with NYC Emergency Management called Be A Buddy, which 
aims to build social cohesion and climate health awareness and 
education for those most vulnerable in the Hunts Point-Long-
wood community. THE POINT also manages Hunts Point 
Community Solar, a program that addresses the community’s 
long-standing energy burden, and Free Hunts Point Community 
WiFi, a network that can provide resilient communications 
during and after a climate-related severe weather event or other 
emergencies.  

Community-Based Disaster Preparedness
Climate resiliency is the ability of communities to prepare for and 

recover from climate disasters. Low-income communities of color who face 
the constant, slow-moving disasters of systemic racism and inequality may 
not have the resources or capacity to effectively prepare for a severe storm. 

Studies have found that Latinx and African-American communities are 
at higher risk during disasters due to lower levels of disaster preparedness.24 
One study found that foreign-born Latinx residents in Miami and Houston 
were less prepared for flooding, and either unaware of or ineligible for 
public assistance post-disaster.25 Language barriers can prevent residents 
with limited English proficiency from being fully prepared for an extreme 
weather event, and from taking advantage of resources to recover from 
disasters. In New York City, a community-led survey reported that 28 
percent of Spanish speakers surveyed did not have access to information 
in their primary language prior to Superstorm Sandy.26 As noted earlier, 
Latinx families with mixed documentation status may also be less likely 
to trust public officials and agencies for fear of deportation.

how good old lower east side (goles) 
is leading a community disaster 
preparedness plan for the lower  
east side in manhattan

About this Community (Manhattan Community District 3)27

•	 24.9% Latinx
•	 36% foreign-born
•	 11.7% under 18 years old
•	 28.6% limited English proficiency 

Continued next page
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Continued

•	 18% below NYC poverty threshold
•	 4.5% unemployment rate
•	 38.2% rent burdened
From extreme heat to more frequent and intense storms, 

the Lower East Side (LES) is already suffering from the effects 
of climate change, the risks of which are more severe due to a 
mix of environmental and social conditions—including a high 
concentration of public housing residents, aging infrastructure, 
loss of utility services due to landlord negligence, and a large 
concentration of community members who would need extra 
support in the event of a disaster. The impacts of Superstorm 
Sandy showed the critical role that community-based organiza-
tions (CBOs) played in disaster relief efforts.

For example, immediately after the storm hit, Good Old Lower 
East Side (GOLES) staff coordinated nearly 3,000 volunteers to 
canvass the area, assessing needs and providing residents with 
disaster assistance information, bringing relief and assistance to 
more than 15,000 households. In the months after the storm, 
GOLES convened other local CBOs to create a long-term 
recovery group called LES Ready, which has continued to work 
on increasing the resiliency and preparedness of the Lower East 
Side community. 

GOLES continues to lead efforts for community resiliency 
in LES by offering trainings and technical assistance to support 
community members in the creation of disaster and resiliency 
plans for their homes, buildings, and neighborhood. GOLES 
also provides seasonal trainings (e.g. hurricane, winter, extreme 
heat) and trainings for audiences with specific needs (e.g. elders, 
pet-owners, etc.). On a building-wide level, GOLES works with 
residents to improve resilience in the following categories: 
energy, communications, food and water, health and wellness, 
and mobility. 

Socioeconomic Inequality and Community Resiliency 
For Latinx communities in New York State, community resiliency is 

under siege from the impacts of climate change. Community vulnerabili-
ty due to poor health and other climate change impacts only compounds 
the resiliency challenges associated with the socioeconomic inequities 
that have always been present in Latinx communities. Extreme racial 
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wealth gaps, for example, mean that most Latinx families do not have 
sufficient resources to purchase a home, pay for college, or offset 
major health events—all of which are necessary for upward mobility 
into the middle class. 

In heavily Latinx Sunset Park, Brooklyn, home to the Latinx envi-
ronmental justice organization UPROSE, the poverty rate is 25 percent, 
nearly double the national rate, and residents face an acute affordable 
housing crisis, with a majority of households being rent-burdened 
(paying rent equal to 30 percent or more of household income).      

Climate change adds additional burdens in Latinx communities 
because of immigration. Hurricane Maria’s devastation of Puerto Rico, 
with recovery costs estimated at nearly $140 billion, almost certainly 
had a pronounced economic effect on New Yorkers of Puerto Rican 
descent, New York City’s largest Latinx community. While there is no 
empirical research in this area currently, it is safe to assume that, in 
response to Maria, significant family resources were diverted to the 
island from Puerto Rican communities in New York City, already 
among the poorest communities citywide. This is not to mention how 
Maria’s actual death toll of approximately 4,600, and other hurricane 
impacts such as disrupted communications, affected family members 
in New York City.28       

Economic and Health Impacts Post-Disaster
Numerous studies have shown that Latinx residents also are more 

likely to experience hardships during and post-disaster—including 
personal loss, property damage, and lengthy loss of utility services such 
as electricity and water, and lack of other basic resources including 
food, shelter, and income.29 These disproportionate impacts are partly 
due to lower socioeconomic status30 and higher likelihood of living in 
poorly constructed and hazardous areas.31 After Hurricane Harvey 
hit Houston, one survey found that nearly 60 percent of Latinx re-
spondents who were living below 200 percent of the federal poverty 
line reported job loss or reduced hours.32 Other evidence points to 
how climate-related disasters are substantially increasing racial wealth 
gaps. In counties experiencing the most severe storm damages, white 
household wealth has actually increased while households of color 
have lost significant wealth.33

Climate change disasters can also exacerbate existing mental health 
conditions. Research from the American Psychological Association 
has shown that people of color are more likely to exhibit post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and stress after disasters, largely 
due to economic status, outdated infrastructure in neighborhoods of 
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color, and poor access to healthcare.34 Latinx communities in New 
York City have a higher prevalence of serious psychological distress, 
a measure of complex mental health issues, compared to non-Latinx 
adults.35 For undocumented immigrants, job insecurity and living 
in fear of deportation in some cases may also increase vulnerabil-
ity to depression and anxiety even as fear of deportation prevents 
them from accessing mental health services for themselves or their 
families.36
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II. Health Risks of Climate Pollution in 
New York State’s Latinx  
Communities 

Although New York State has a comparatively small greenhouse gas 
emissions footprint, our state is currently ranked number one in terms of 
both cancer and non-cancer health risks from hazardous air pollutants 
(HAPs) such as diesel emissions, and our state is ranked 8th-worst on 
health risks from criteria air pollutants such as ozone and particulate 
matter or “soot” (see Table 1 further below).37 New York also has more 
than 600 facilities tracked in the EPA’s Toxics Release Inventory (TRI), 
which release more than 10 million pounds of chemicals into the state’s 
air and water annually (as of 2017), in addition to producing nearly 
400 million pounds of managed waste.38 In the electricity sector, fossil 
fuel-fired power in high population areas of New York State results 
in annual co-pollutant health damages of nearly $2700 per kilogram 
of combined criteria air pollutants including nitrogen oxides, sulfur 
dioxide, and particulate matter.39 In New York City, health damages 
of particulate matter alone from electricity generation cost between 
$2 and $3.6 million per ton, and particulate matter emissions from all 
sources contribute to 3,200 premature deaths and more than 8,000 hos-
pitalizations for respiratory and cardiovascular ailments city-wide.40

Disproportionate Health Impacts in Latinx Communities  
Climate pollution threatens all New Yorkers, but Latinx communi-

ties are disproportionately exposed and experience greater health risks 
from exposure to pollution. Co-pollutant emissions from burning fossil 
fuels—including carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, 
particulate matter, and air toxics such as benzene—are a major factor 
in the state’s poor standing on environmental health. According to the 
American Lung Association, as of 2018, 8 New York counties are rated 
“F” for ground-level ozone, which is formed by chemical reactions 
between fossil fuel co-pollutants and sunlight. Seven of these eight 
counties—Bronx County, Queens County, New York County, Suffolk 
County, Westchester County, Richmond County, and Erie County–
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are home to more than 2.5 million Latinx residents. The total is more 
than 3 million if Kings County (Brooklyn) and Nassau County are included 
(these counties are not rated by the ALA due to insufficient monitoring).41 
Ground-level ozone triggers asthma attacks and worsens other pulmonary 
problems, and it is causally associated with lung diseases such as chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease. 

One in 8 New Yorkers is diagnosed with asthma during his or her lifetime, 
including 1.3 million adults and nearly 400,000 children. Statewide, the 
asthma rate for Latinx children was 13.5 percent as of 2013, approxi-
mately 47 percent higher than the national asthma rate.42 In 2012-2013, 
asthma-related Medicaid costs in New York State totaled more than $530 
million, and asthma’s effect in driving up insurance premiums totaled $1.3 
billion.43 

The state’s added cancer risk due to hazardous air pollutants (HAPs)—
nearly 80 percent of which is caused by diesel emissions—is approximately 
57 percent higher than the U.S. average, and the distribution of air pollu-
tion-related cancer risk across New York State varies substantially by race 
and ethnicity.44 As we can see in Figure 2, compared to low-income white 
people, low-income Latinx people in New York State bear cancer risks from 
HAPs at a much higher rate—a gap that narrows only at the upper end of 
the income spectrum. Further, across the state, people of color are dispro-
portionately exposed to facilities emitting criteria air pollutants (“air-pol-
luting facilities”) such as ozone and particulate matter—by a factor of 4.45  

F I G U R E  2. 

Cancer Risk per Million

5-10K 10-15K 15-25K 25-35K 35-50K 50-75K 75-100K >100K<5K

720

900

540

360

0

180

African American WhiteAsian AmericanLatino Native American

New York City Pollution Inequities
Pollution exposure inequities by race are particularly acute in New 

York City, home to nearly 2.4 million Latinx people and approximately 
62 percent of the state’s total Latinx population. The following examples 
reveal sharp disparities by race:46 
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•	 On average, residents of New York State’s 4 most Latinx-populated 
counties (Bronx, Kings, Queens, and New York) bear added cancer 
health risks from HAPs at a rate that is approximately 55 percent higher 
compared to the rest of New York State (see Figure 3) and these counties 
rank 1-4 in New York State for both cancer risks and non-cancer health 
risks due to HAPs (see Table 1 further below). Exposure to criteria air 
pollutants from air-polluting facilities is nearly 200 percent greater in 
New York’s four most Latinx-populated counties compared to the state as 
a whole (see Figure 4). Across New York State, as noted earlier, people 
of color face significantly more exposure to air-polluting facilities 
compared to white people (see Figure 5), and likewise significantly 
more added cancer risk from HAPs compared to white people (see 
Figure 6).  

F I G U R E  3. 

Hazardous Air Pollutants: Added Cancer Risk for Latinx-
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F I G U R E  4. 
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F I G U R E  5. 

Criteria Air Pollutants: Polluting Facilities Per Square Mile 
by Race, New York State
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F I G U R E  6. 

Hazardous Air Pollutants: Added Cancer Risk by Race in 
New York State
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Nationally, New York’s four most Latinx-populated counties are among 
the top ten counties for cancer risk from HAPs; further, New York’s four 
most Latinx-populated counties comprise the top four counties nationally 
for non-cancer health risks from HAPs (see Table 1).  



II. Health Risks of Climate Pollution in New York State’s Latinx Communities          17

New York 
Counties

Latinx 
Population

Latinx Poverty 
Rate (percent)

New York 
State County 
Rankings: 
HAPs Cancer 
Risk (80% 
due to diesel 
emissions)

New York 
State County 
Rankings: 
HAPs Non-
Cancer Health 
Risks

New York 
State County 
Rankings: 
Health Risks 
from Criteria 
Air Pollutants

U.S. Rankings: 
HAPs Cancer 
Risk (80% 
due to diesel 
emissions)

U.S. Rankings: 
HAPs Non-
Cancer Health 
Risks

Bronx 741,000 36 2 2 3 3 2

Queens 613,000 19 4 3 2 5 3

Kings 496,000 31 3 4 NA 6 4

New York 404,000 29 1 1 5 1 1

Suffolk 292,000 12 10 9 1 >25 >27

Nassau 235,000 13 8 5 NA 25 19

Westchester 219,000 18 7 7 6 16 27

Richmond 87,000 23 5 6 7 12 22

Erie 43,000 38 25 19 4 >25 >27

Total 9 County 
Latinx Pop. 3,100,000 Avg. 24

New York 
State 28 1 1

TA B L E  1 . 

Source: Scorecard Database and United States Census
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•	 In New York’s nine most Latinx counties (Bronx, New York, 
Queens, Kings, Suffolk, Nassau, Westchester, Richmond, and Erie), 
the number of air-polluting facilities per square mile is approxi-
mately 50 times greater, on average, in these counties compared 
to the rest of the state. Seven of the nine most Latinx-populated 
counties in New York also comprise the state’s top seven counties 
for criteria air pollutant emissions, a major source of respirato-
ry and other health problems (see Table 1). New York County is 
ranked sixth nationally for annual PM 2.5 (particulate matter) 
emissions.

•	 Within majority-Latinx Bronx county, added cancer risk from 
air pollution is 9 percent higher for people of color compared to 
white people who live in the county. According to the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency’s Toxics Release Inventory (TRI), people of 
color who live in Bronx County are exposed to toxic chemical 
releases at nearly twice the rate of white people, and people of 
color are exposed to 57 percent more air-polluting facilities per 
square mile compared to white people  in the Bronx.

•	 TRI and other pollution data are often for stationary sources only 
and do not include transportation and other mobile sources of 
pollution, which are even more disproportionately burdensome 
in many Latinx communities, most notably in the South Bronx 
where diesel garbage and freight trucks literally clog the streets by 
the hundreds every hour. 47 In the South Bronx, 20-30 percent of 
children suffer from asthma at some point in their lives, more 
than 3 times the national rate.48   

•	 In Kings County (Brooklyn), home to more than 500,000 Latinx 
people, people of color are burdened with cancer risk from air 
pollution at a rate approximately 11 percent higher compared to 
white people, while the concentration of air-polluting facilities is 38 
percent greater for people of color compared to white people  in the 
county.   

•	 In New York County (Manhattan), home to more than 400,000 
Latinx people, people of color are exposed to toxic releases at nearly 
twice the rate of white people. 

•	 Both Nassau and Suffolk Counties on Long Island, together home to 
more than 500,000 Latinx people, rank among the top 10 counties 
in New York State for added cancer risk from HAPs. People of color 
in Suffolk and Nassau Counties are exposed to 1.4 times the number 
of air-polluting facilities compared to white people in these counties 
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F I G U R E  7. 

Criteria Air Pollutants: Facilities Per Square Mile by Race 
in Suffolk and Nassau Counties

0 1 2 30.5 1.5 2.5 3.5 4
Source: Scorecard Database

People of Color White People

F I G U R E  8. 

Criteria Air Pollutants: Facilities Per Square Mile by Race 
in Westchester County

0 10 20 305 15 25
Source: Scorecard Database

People of Color White People

(see Figure 7).

•	 In Westchester County, where people of color comprise 27 percent 
of the population, added cancer risk from HAPs is approximately 18 
percent greater for people of color as compared to white people, and 

people of color are exposed to air-polluting facilities at 4 times the rate 
of white people (See Figure 8). 

Upstate Pollution
Latinx populations bear similarly disproportionate pollution burdens 

in upstate New York. 

•	 In Erie County, which includes the city of Buffalo and is home to 
nearly 50,000 Latinx people as of 2017, cancer risk from HAPs is 38 
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percent higher for people of color compared to white people, and 
exposure to air-polluting facilities is approximately 2.8 times 
greater for people of color.

•	 In Monroe County, which includes the city of Rochester and is 
home to more than 26,000 Latinx people, cancer risk from HAPs 
is more than 41 percent higher for people of color compared to 
white people, and people of color are exposed to polluting facilities 
at more than 5 times the rate of white people . 

•	 In Onondaga County, which includes the city of Syracuse and is 
home to more than 22,000 Latinx people, people of color face greater 
cancer risk from air pollution, by 29 percent, and they are 1.5 times 
more exposed to polluting facilities compared to white people in the 
county. 

Disparities in Health Insurance Access
Communities that deal with disproportionate sources of pollution 

and the related negative health outcomes also face barriers to accessing 
adequate and affordable health care. Health disparities, often arising 
from pollution exposure disparities, are prevalent across New York 
State, especially by race. For example, in contrast with outcomes for 
white people, Latinx health outcomes for respiratory disease are worse 
on 33 percent of the state’s measures for respiratory health. On 4 out 
of 5 measures of being able to care for sick children, Latinx outcomes 
are worse than the outcomes for white people.49 

These disparities are associated not only with pollution but with 
barriers to health insurance coverage, which are especially acute for 
immigrants in New York State, most of whom are Latinx. In New York 
City, nearly 94 percent of U.S.-born residents have health insurance, 
compared with only 81 percent of foreign-born New Yorkers. The 
disparity is particularly acute for undocumented immigrants, 58 
percent of whom do not have health insurance. This gap also persists 
among children (under age 19) despite the fact that universal coverage 
is available under state law: 15 percent of undocumented children 
are uninsured, compared to 3 percent of U.S.-born children.50

Pollution from Transportation 
New York’s transportation sector is its biggest source of air 

pollution, and our transportation densities combined with discrim-
inatory siting of transportation hubs and corridors places an undue 
burden of traffic on communities of color. 

With more than 11 million vehicles on its roads, including about 
2.5 million mainly diesel-powered trucks and over 70,000 mainly 
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Continued next page

diesel-powered buses, New York imports the equivalent more than 
190 million barrels of oil per year, nearly 80 percent of which is used 
for transportation. A single diesel school bus annually produces  
approximately 1,300 pounds of criteria air pollutants, as well 
as 23 tons of greenhouse gases (GHGs)—while less than 1 
percent of vehicles statewide are electric or utilize alterna-
tive fuels.51 As we can see in Figure 9, New York City neighbor-
hoods with significant Latinx populations are highly burdened 
by traffic proximity, with traffic exposure greater than that found 
in at least 70 percent of census tracts across the country as  
a whole. 

F I G U R E  9. 

In New York City, transportation emissions of particulate matter 
alone contribute to nearly 400 deaths and more than 800 hospital 
visits annually, accounting for more than 5800 years of lost life.52 

As we can see in Figure 10, particulate matter emissions from trans-
portation are concentrated in the Bronx, a majority-Latinx county. 
Northern Manhattan, also majority-Latinx in population, and, to 
a lesser extent, Central Brooklyn and North Brooklyn, also suffer 
from high levels of particulate matter from trucks, buses, and 
cars. 

el puente shows the way on greening 
transportation infrastructure in 
north brooklyn
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Continued

A major source of Particulate Matter 2.5 and high 
asthma prevalence in North Brooklyn is the Brooklyn 
Queens Expressway (BCE). El Puente, a leading Latinx 
social justice and cultural organization based in South 
Williamsburg and a member of New York Renews, has 
long led advocacy efforts to address the disproportionate 
pollution impacts of the BQE in this part of the city. Part 
of this effort has included citizen science projects involving 
air quality monitoring to better understand the risks in 
the community. Data from air quality monitoring is used 
to advocate for increased and improved open spaces and 
green infrastructure to mitigate poor air quality. One such 

project is the BQ Green, a proposal to deck over part of the BQE by 
connecting two existing parks adjacent to the BQE in Williamsburg. 
El Puente works with a coalition of organizations in North Brooklyn 
to raise awareness and build support for this project. 
F I G U R E  10.

Health, Savings, and Jobs: The Benefits of a Renewable Energy  
Transformation for New York State 

While there is no comprehensive research projecting the potential 
health benefits and savings from clean power and clean transporta-
tion in New York, there is some relevant research that points to very 
significant positive impacts. In general, clean air regulation is likely 
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the most cost-effective public policy in modern history. Peer-reviewed 
EPA assessments of the Clean Air Act find a benefit-cost ratio of 30:1 
for clean air rules.53 A study of New York State, focusing on projected 
health impacts of President Obama’s Clean Power Plan for reducing 
carbon emissions from power plants, finds significant reductions in 
soot and smog and related health benefits in New York State, partic-
ularly in the western part of the state (see Figure 11). These benefits 
include prevention of between 160 and 320 premature deaths each 
year between 2020 and 2030.54  

F I G U R E  11 .

A national study of the energy efficiency benefits of insulating 
houses found, in New York State, co-pollutant reductions from power 
plants and other emissions sources of at least 24 percent for nitrogen 
oxides and at least 17 percent for sulfur dioxide.55

As these studies suggest, health improvements can generate 
appreciable health care savings for New Yorkers. The energy 
efficiency study cited above estimates annual monetized benefits 
between $275 million and $1 billion in New York State. Recent 
market shifts in the electricity sector coupled with state investments 
in energy efficiency have generated modest reductions in fossil fuel 
pollution, with estimated health care savings for New Yorkers in 
a range between $800 million and $1.8 billion over the 5-year 
period of 2009-2014, mainly from reductions in pollution-relat-
ed mortality.56 An emissions reduction policy that, like the CCPA, 
includes fossil fuel co-pollutants, is economy-wide (including trans-
portation, buildings, and industry as well as electricity), and demands 
high levels of investment to achieve aggressive, and mandatory, 
emissions goals, will increase the health-related economic benefits of 
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emissions reductions exponentially. Energy cost savings can also be a 
significant benefit of climate policy in New York. New York State in-
vestments in energy efficiency and renewable energy from 2010-2018 
will generate an estimated $5.2 billion in lifetime savings for partic-
ipating households.57 As with health savings, the CCPA promises sub-
stantially greater energy savings for New York State households, pro-
portionate to the much higher levels of overall investment needed for 
the policy’s emissions goals.     
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Last but not least, job creation is another major benefit of investing 
in a renewable energy transformation for New York. CCPA-specif-
ic employment estimates have been calculated and we turn to that 
analysis in the following section. 

III. Recommendations: A Bold Policy 
Solution for New York’s Climate-
Impacted Latinx Communities

Latinx communities, other communities of color, and low-income 
communities that are disproportionately exposed to fossil fuel 
pollution could benefit the most from improvements in health and 
resiliency associated with emissions reductions and transitioning to 
renewable energy. However, this will only be the case if 1) emissions 
reduction targets also include harmful co-pollutants and cover trans-
portation, buildings, and industry, and 2) these policies are well-tar-
geted for the most impacted communities, both in terms of emissions 
reduction goals as well as programmatic investments in emissions-re-
ducing projects and initiatives. Fortunately, we have a policy in New 
York State that is expansive and well-targeted in just these ways, 
promising significant benefits for Latinx communities across the state. 

The Climate and Community Protection Act (CCPA) and a Just  
Transition for Frontline Communities

The Climate and Community Protection Act, which is currently 
before the New York State legislature, offers a solution for climate 
impacts, and climate inequities, that New York State needs—especially 
for its hardest hit communities. The CCPA puts New York State on 
a path to zero-greenhouse gas emissions economy-wide by 2050, 
with interim benchmarks of a 50 percent reduction by 2030 and an 
80 percent reduction by 2040. It also has a benchmark of 50 percent 
renewables in the electricity sector by 2030. The CCPA codifies these 
targets into law, thereby inoculating the zero emissions goal from 
being subject to the discretion of the governor and state agencies. 

More important than the particular emissions timeline and its 
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legal status are 2 other aspects of the CCPA that are significant for 
Latinx communities: equity standards and labor standards.  A key 
provision of the legislation that embodies its commitments to equity 
is the requirement that 40 percent of the state’s clean energy funds, 
including any revenue generated by emissions pricing if that is 
adopted in the future, be reinvested for the benefit of frontline, en-
vironmental justice, and disadvantaged communities. These funds 
can help support renewable energy and energy efficiency projects that 
move New York towards a Just Transition, including: 

•	 Community solar projects (see the UPROSE text box on p. X) often 
face financing barriers for start-up capital. CCPA-targeted funding 
can be used to replace private financing with outright grants, thereby 
securing the full benefit of the solar energy generated for residents 
of the community. 

•	 Weatherization and other energy efficiency upgrades for low-income 
housing are costly, but returns on investment are positive in terms of 
emissions reductions, energy savings for households, and improve-
ments in health. CCPA-targeted investment can help low-income 
households gain access to energy efficiency upgrades, including 
helping to overcome the barrier of split incentives between landlords 
and residents in multi-family dwellings. For a great example of 
the kind of community-led, low-income energy efficiency access 
programs that CCPA-targeted investment could help bring to scale, 
see PUSH Buffalo’s Green Development Zone.58  

•	 Electrifying public or publicly-contracted fleets, particularly buses 
and garbage trucks–is a significant opportunity for Latinx and other 
communities of color, especially for improving health in densely 
trafficked neighborhoods.    

•	 Well-targeted and community-consulted climate change adaptation 
investments under the CCPA could help protect Latinx New Yorkers 
from the dangers of climate change as experienced in low-income 
communities with fewer resources to ensure resiliency. 

•	 Expanding community green spaces will bring multiple benefits, 
especially on emissions and both physical and mental health.

The CCPA will also bring also economic benefits in the form of job 
creation and high-road labor standards, among other benefits. 

•	 The CCPA’s programmatic investments are projected to create more 
than 200,000 jobs across the state in the first decade, generating 
more than $130 billion in income for the new clean energy workers 
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over that period. More than half of these jobs are working- class, in con-
struction, electrical work, and other occupations that typically employ 
people without a 4-year college degree.59 

•	 The CCPA’s hallmark is targeted investment for high-need communi-
ties. These communities have carried the burden of our pollution, but the 
CCPA puts them, instead, at the center of the renewable energy transition. 
Under the CCPA’s 40 percent investment mandate for environmentally 
vulnerable low-income communities, if even one-third of the overall in-
vestments needed to reach the 2050 target is publicly funded, approxi-
mately 21,000 jobs will be created in the most impacted communities, 
generating more than $14 billion in income over a decade for new clean 
energy workers in fossil fuel-impacted places like New York City, Long 
Island, and Buffalo. If a larger share of CCPA investment is public, or if the 
state adopts emissions pricing to finance its renewable energy transition, 
potentially many more thousands of jobs will be supported by renewable 
energy investments in New York State’s most vulnerable communities.

•	 Government-funded investments under the CCPA come attached with 
high-road workforce and contracting standards, to ensure that the 
workers who carry out New York State’s renewable energy transforma-
tion can thrive, in their work and daily lives. In addition, communities 

can help prepare their members for this new clean energy 
employment by using CCPA-targeted funds for training and 
apprenticeship programs, which are required by the policy.   

how uprose is operationalizing the 
just transition in sunset park

Frontline communities that would benefit from the CCPA are 
not waiting to enact bold solutions to the climate crisis that are 
rooted in local leadership. For example, UPROSE, Brooklyn’s 
oldest Latinx community-based organization, has spent the last 
several decades organizing and leading around environmental 
justice and social justice issues, and, since 2006, has sharpened 
its focus on climate justice, social cohesion and the adaptation 
of its home community, Sunset Park, to the impacts of climate 
change. This includes a focus on community resilience and 
building and advocating for a Just Transition.

Here is an excerpt from testimony provided by UPROSE at 
the 2019 NYS Senate Hearings on the Climate and Community 

Continued next page



28 

Continued

Protection Act:
“As one of New York City’s last manufacturing districts, 

Sunset Park is primed to become a climate resilience and green 
jobs hub to meet the city and state’s climate goals. The working 
waterfront has 20 million square feet of industrial space and 
holds 21,000 jobs along with nearly 40 percent of those in the 
industrial sector. As we speak, around 6 million square feet of 
industrial space in the waterfront is undergoing a rezoning 
process to allow for commercial, luxury hotel and recreation-
al space. For years UPROSE has been advocating in favor of a 
working waterfront that meets New York State’s and the region’s 
needs for a transition to a renewable energy economy.

Currently, among other climate adaptation initiatives 
UPROSE is developing New York State’s first community-owned 
solar cooperative on the roof of the Brooklyn Army Terminal 
(BAT). The Sunset Park Solar project, with an 80,000 square 
foot solar array, will serve about 200 residents and small 
businesses providing subscribers with up to 20% savings in 
their energy utility bills. It will also allow subscribers to own 
and manage the project. One of the challenges of the project has 
been securing funding. Since this is a community-led project, 
funding is limited and has pushed the project’s team to create 
creative partnerships to build capacity and tap into the of-
ten-limiting sources of tax equity and philanthropy.

The CCPA will help provide the capacity to environmental 
justice and frontline communities to develop context-based 
strategies to address climate change. It will make funds 
available for communities to actively lead, build and succeed 
in developing community-owned solar projects like Sunset Park 
Solar. This project is a real, on-the-ground model that will pave 
the way for communities throughout the State to actively par-
ticipate and build New York’s Just Transition, but we need the 
CCPA to do that.”

- Lourdes Pérez-Medina, Climate Justice Policy and Programs Co-
ordinator, UPROSE

Centering Climate Policy Development on the Most Impacted Communities  
The CCPA is also a big step forward in governance and decision-mak-
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ing for a Just Transition. Among other features that should be high-
lighted in this respect:

•	 A Climate Justice Working Group will be established and charged 
with formulating a climate justice screen to identify “disadvantaged 
communities” based on a variety of criteria including income, un-
employment, public health, energy burden, history of discrimina-
tion on the basis of race or ethnicity, cumulative environmental 
pollution, and vulnerability to climate change impacts. The working 
group’s membership rules give strong representation to environ-
mental justice leaders, and the working group must be consulted on 
the planning process for implementation of the CCPA, which will be 
led by the Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). This 
consultation is inclusive of proposed regulations to achieve GHG 
emissions limits; investments of funds to benefit disadvantaged 
communities; and preparation of reports on implementation of the 
CCPA as well as a separate report on low-income accessibility of, or 
community ownership of, distributed energy generation and other 
programmatic aspects of the renewable energy transformation. 

•	 The CCPA’s required scoping plan includes co-pollutants and 
co-benefits. In developing a scoping plan to achieve GHG emission 
limits, the DEC must quantify environmental, economic, and 
public health co-benefits, including the reduction of co-pollutants 
from fossil fuels and other sources. Based on this quantification, the 
plan must identify measures to maximize reductions of both GHG 
emissions and co-pollutants in disadvantaged communities.

•	 Implementation of the CCPA elevates equity criteria in all phases, 
including the issuing of regulations, agency actions, and reporting 
requirements to assess effectiveness on emissions as well as equitable 
implementation of GHG and co-pollutant emissions reductions in 
the most impacted communities.

•	 The DEC is required to prepare a report on access barriers in dis-
advantaged communities. This report will focus on access to, or 
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community ownership of, distributed renewable energy generation, 
energy efficiency and weatherization investments, zero-emissions 
and low-emission transportation options, adaptation measures, and 
other services and infrastructure. 

Conclusion

New York State is one of America’s bluest states politically, yet its 
track record on climate policy and environmental justice falls well 
short of what is needed for Just Transition away from fossil fuels. 
The CCPA is the opportunity New York State needs to leap to the 
forefront of climate action, creating jobs where they are needed most, 
improving public health in our most vulnerable communities, and 
helping to promote community-led solutions to the climate crisis. 

As this report makes clear, the costs of inaction, particularly for 
Latinx and other communities of color, vastly outweigh any costs 
associated with reducing our dependence on fossil fuels. The com-
bination of job creation, health benefits, and energy savings from 
transitioning to 100 percent renewable energy is not only critical 
for economic development across the state, it is also the key to a Just 
Transition centered on the most impacted communities. 

As climate change, longstanding socioeconomic inequities, and 
anti-immigrant racism and backlash accelerate, New York has the 
opportunity to take a stand for social, racial, and climate justice by 
passing the most progressive climate policy in the nation. Now is the 
time for our elected leaders to act on behalf of all New Yorkers, but 
especially for the benefit Latinx New Yorkers and all New Yorkers of 
color.
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