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What does Climate Justice mean?
• Simmons (2020) defined Climate justice as  “… a term, and more than 

that a movement, that acknowledges climate change can have 
differing social, economic, public health, and other adverse impacts 
on underprivileged populations." 

• Those that will be most affected include low-income communities, 
indigenous people, people of color, people with disabilities, elderly or 
very young people, and women; There is a strong connection 
between climate injustice and racism (Kaplan 2020)

• People who are most affected by climate change generally contribute 
the least to the causes of climate change and have the the fewest 
resources to cope with it (Chapman and Ahmed, 2021). 



This definition of climate justice is 
incomplete…more later 
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Global Warming and Climate Change in the 
Lehigh Valley 



• From 1980 to 2021, Pennsylvania experienced 82 billion-dollar weather 
and climate events (NOAA). 

• 14 tropical cyclones, 41 severe storm, 16 winter storms, 7 droughts, 3 
floods, and 1 freeze, which are occurring with increasing frequency.

• Vulnerability to climate change has two dimensions: 
• physical dimension: exposure of people and places to climatic events
• social dimension: susceptibility to the adverse effects of climate 

change based on social, economic, and political factors 
• NOAA conducted a historical risk assessment at the county level, 

consisting of hazard risk (physical dimension) and social vulnerability 
scores (social dimension).







In 2018, the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission published its latest 
Hazard Mitigation Plan in which it assessed the risk to the Valley from 
natural and non-natural hazards and compared to its 2013 report:

• risk of drought increased from moderate to high; the number of 
drought events per year more than doubled compared to 1895 to 
1942

• risk of extreme temperature increased from moderate to high and 
was responsible for more deaths in Pennsylvania than all other natural 
disasters combined 

• The most significant natural hazard for the Lehigh Valley is floods: 
about 5% of the Lehigh Valley(12,000 people) are directly exposed to 
the risk of a 100-year flood; many more will be indirectly affected. 
This is likely a gross underestimate.



Climate Justice



The full definition must must also acknowledge that the 
policies and practices to mitigate and adapt to climate change 
will benefit some people more than others and will negatively 
affect some people more than others
• Swanson (2021) refers to this as climate adaptation 

injustice, which can either be
• Acts of commission: include interventions (e.g., 

infrastructure investments) that disproportionately affect 
or displace poor and marginalized residents. 

• Acts of omission: occur when the protection of privileged 
communities or assets are prioritized over the protection 
of poorer or marginalized ones



Thus, a more complete discussion of climate justice should include 
the following five key assumptions (Barnett, 2006, as reported in 
Swanson, 2021): 

(1) the responsibility for climate change is not equally distributed; 
(2) climate change will not affect all people equally with some

people and groups more vulnerable; 
(3) this vulnerability is determined by political-economic processes

that benefit some people more than others; 
(4) climate change will compound underdevelopment; 
(5) climate change policies may themselves create unfair

outcomes by exacerbating, maintaining, or ignoring inequities.



The State of Climate (In)Justice 
in the Lehigh Valley



What proportion 
of the population 
is comprised of 
vulnerable 
communities?



• Unfortunately, but not unexpectedly, there is evidence 
that these populations are already disproportionally 
affected by climate change. 

• An analysis done by Ocasio (2022) found that the 
areas most susceptible to flooding are majority-
minority communities, such as Center City Allentown, 
West Easton, and Fountain Hill.



It should be noted that 25% of 
individuals that identified as Hispanic or 
Latino live in areas with very low or low 
access to opportunities, and, only 
about 38% of Hispanics or Latinos have 
high or very high access to opportunity 
compared to 79% of Non-Hispanics or 
Latinos (Lehigh Valley Planning 
Commission, 2022a). 



More evidence of potential vulnerability to climate change

• About 16% of the population in the Lehigh Valley is 65 years 
old or older, with a trend towards the overall population 
getting older. 

• 45.8% of population live in urban areas 
• 26% of Hispanics or Latinos live below the poverty line, 

compared to 18% non-White and 7% White people living 
below the poverty line 



Do adaptation and mitigation plans address climate 
injustice?
• Lehigh Valley Planning Commission (LVPC) Hazard Mitigation 

Plan (LVPC 2018) does not assess vulnerability to climate 
change by socioeconomic, racial, or ethnic groups nor does it 
explicitly address justice issues. 

• Neither does the LVPC Climate Action Plan (Lehigh Valley 
Planning Commission, 2022b), which addresses climate 
change mitigation and adaptation through …"smart growth, 
economic savings, natural resource protection, green 
infrastructure and sustainability.” - Climate justice is not 
explicitly included in its goals or actions.



It needs to be noted, however, that the City of Bethlehem’s 
Climate Action Plan (City of Bethlehem, 2021) explicitly 
addresses climate justice and integrates it into the planning 
and implementation goals of the plan



Conclusion
Global warming and climate change is happening and will have 
significant and long-lasting effects in the Lehigh Valley. However, not all 
people or communities will be affected the same. Some communities 
will fare better, many will fare worse. The same can be said for the 
strategies that will be implemented to mitigate and adapt to climate 
change.  Climate justice must be explicitly addressed during the 
planning and implementation of climate action plans, as exemplified by 
the City of Bethlehem. It is not just a moral imperative. Making sure 
that we deal with climate change in a way that is inclusive, equitable, 
and just will make our plans and actions more effective in protecting 
people, communities, and nature from the devastating effects of global 
climate change.
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