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A Growing Focus…

• …on climate change and systemic racism, and

• …on racial disparities in exposure to environmental harms and their 
health consequences. 



Urban Heat Islands

• Urban heat islands are the consistently warmer parts of our 
metropolitan area, caused by 1) intense development, and 2) a lack 
of greenspace (Saverino et al., 2021).

• They bring serious consequences:  Excessive heat, concentrated in 
these areas, killed as many people as flooding and hurricanes 
combined between 1986 and 2017 (Wilson, 2020). 
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Behind these Patterns

• After impervious surfaces and tree cover, the largest predictors of heat 
island effects are locations’ historical investment trends and residents’ 
socioeconomic status (Saverino et al., 2021).  

• Both of these have been closely tied to patterns of residential 
segregation...



“Racist housing policies have created some oppressively hot neighborhoods” 
in National Geographic, September 2, 2020. 



The Overlap in Allentown

• While no record of an HOLC redlining map exists for Allentown, the 
region has seen investment in newer, more suburban-style areas and 
disinvestment in older, denser ones.  

• The Lehigh Valley also has one of the nation’s
highest levels of Hispanic-White residential 
segregation (ranking 27th out of 400+ metros).  

https://s4.ad.brown.edu/projects/
diversity/segregation2020



“Thermal Inequality” 

• As a result, Hispanic residents are far more likely to live in Allentown 
neighborhoods with less tree canopy and more heat. 



Addressing the Problem

• The easiest answer is more greenspace and substantial tree coverage 
(40% or more) in all neighborhoods (Saverino et al., 2021).

• “Tree equity” promises to reduce urban heat island effects, lessen 
environmental hazards in neighborhoods with lower air quality, and, 
as a result, shrink racial and economic health gaps (Tree equity score).  



Some examples…

• A “municipal sidewalk program” in Syracuse (NY) that lets the city 
maintain street trees; 

• A network of “neighborhood ambassadors” and targeted community 
engagement in Philadelphia (PA) to support community greening;

• The Green Heart Project in Louisville (KY) that is planting “fully 
grown trees, as tall as 30 feet, in a test area within the city” and 
quantifying the impact of this new canopy on resident health and 
well-being.  


