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Land recognition
I am presenting on the traditional territory of the 

Wôpanâak (Wampanoag) and Massa-adchu-es-et (Massachusett) people.  
I pay my respects to their Elders, their past, present and future, and 
commit to a principle of respect and care as part of this meeting.



It is now 23 years since the publication of my 
first book. In that book we broke new ground 
by embarking on a sustainability and sustainable 
development-based discourse, but one that 
focused explicitly on equity and justice – on the 
links between environmental quality and human 
equality.

We argued that:

“Sustainability cannot be simply a ‘green’, or 
‘environmental’ concern, important though 
‘environmental’ aspects of sustainability are. A 
truly sustainable society is one where wider 
questions of social needs and welfare, and 
economic opportunity are integrally related to 
environmental limits imposed by supporting 
ecosystems.” 

Agyeman et al. 2002, 78

Just Sustainabilities:  The history



New evidence today: human equality and 
environmental quality are related

The most compelling evidence to 
date............

“Inequality....heightens competitive 
consumption”

(Wilkinson and Pickett 2009)

If we REALLY want to understand  
sustainability our focus should be 

on both human equality and 
environmental quality  TOGETHER.



“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.” 

There are four ‘conditions’:

1) improving our quality of life and wellbeing; 

2) meeting the needs of both present and future generations (intra-
generational and intergenerational equity); 

3) justice and equity in terms of recognition, process, procedure, and 
outcome; 

4) living within ecosystem limits (‘one planet living’) 

Defining Just Sustainabilities



Just Sustainabilities both 
underlies and predates 

‘Doughnut Economics’ 
and the UN SDGs!



Four overarching thoughts on urban planning:

1 “managing our co-existence in shared space” (Healey, 1997).

“[This] speaks with equal clarity about environmental, transport, housing 
and other conflicts, reminding us that, whether we like it or not, we do 
share space on the planet with others who in many ways are not like us, 
and we need to find ways of co-existing in these spaces, from the next-

door neighbor to the street, neighborhood, city and region” 
(Sandercock 2000).

2 Moving from Racial Planning, to Reparative Planning (Williams 2020).

“Racial planning, as the public production of racialized space, has
been at the heart of the American planning tradition.  Reparative planning 
is a normative call for the field to embrace reparations via a Reparative 

planning.”



Four overarching thoughts on urban planning:

3 What is the relationship between belonging and becoming? 

Are we urban planners as good at fostering belonging (recognition, 
reconciliation, difference, diversity, inclusion) as we are at developing 

imaginaries, prescriptions for what our cities can 
become (smart, sharing, resilient, sustainable etc)?

 4 Just sustainabilities, ‘humane-scaled’ as opposed to solely ‘human scaled’ 
planning, helps us think through BOTH, together.

I want to see planning for human dignity, planning that inculcates empathy, 
planning that facilitates our co-existence in shared space. 



Just Sustainabilities in policy, planning 
and practice.

Two examples:

Spatial justice: 
How do we allocate rights in urban spaces and places?

Minneapolis Paradox: 
How does one of the most green, liberal cities in the US end up 

as the epicenter of our current introspection over structural 
racism?



  “Just as social justice requires that life chances are not distributed along 
class lines, spatial justice requires that they are not distributed 
geographically” (David Lammy, British Member of Parliament 2004)

 

 

Spatial Justice



Spatial Justice



Spatial justice: Rethinking urban streets 
            Södra Vägen, Gothenburg, Sweden Massachusetts Ave, Cambridge, MA

The street is our most commonly used public space. It has been democratized 
on Södra Vägen but not on Massachusetts Avenue. What does this say to adults, 
children who use these streets daily and become accultured to spatial justice on 
Södra Vägen or spatial injustice on Massachusetts Avenue?





Good news from NYC



Spatial (in)justice: hostile and defensive architecture
“those seemingly decorative “anti-homeless” spikes installed on 
the exterior ledges of buildings, benches with metal armrests set 
close together to prevent anyone from lying down, even classical 
music piped through outdoor speakers to deter teenagers from 

congregating in front of convenience stores” Arieff 2017





“numerous heterogeneous and 
densely populated bounded public 

spaces within cities…. offer a respite 
from this wariness, settings where a 

diversity of people can feel 
comfortable enough to relax their 
guard and go about their business 

more casually.  A prime such location 
is Philadelphia's Reading Terminal 

Market. In this relatively busy, quasi-
public setting, under a virtual 

cosmopolitan canopy, people are 
encouraged to treat others with a 
certain level of civility or at least 

simply to behave themselves.” 
Anderson 2004

Spatial justice: The Cosmopolitan Canopy 



Is there a role for planning/planners and urban designers in 
creating Cosmopolitan Canopies?



Solution to spatial injustice? ‘Complete Streets’?

Can the current ‘Complete Streets’ discourse, design manuals, 
policies and other regulatory structures reverse the inequalities 
that car-centric planning exacerbated or created anew, or will it 
result in enhanced livability only for the most privileged residents 
of cities?



What is a ‘Complete Street’?
Street as social construct and physical space

 Massey (1995) sees places (and streets are places) as having no fixed 
meaning; rather, they are “constantly shifting articulations of social relations 

through time.” Yet much of the current physically-focused Complete 
Streets rhetoric disconnects streets from their significant social, structural, 

symbolic, discursive, and historical realities.



Complete Streets: The strange case of LA.
From tacos or bacon-wrapped hotdogs. …these mobile meals create 

hotspots of social interactions in a city that too often lacks public life.”

“Can streets in a heavily immigrant metropolis, however multi-modal 
the distribution of lane space, be said to be “complete” if they fail to 
include the livelihoods and economic survival of vendors; the smells, 
sights and tastes of homelands; and places for people to pause, shop 

and eat?”    



Complete Streets, ‘greenlining’ and Gentrification?

There are important missing narratives in the Complete Streets 
movement, discourse and practice. In the absence of these narratives 
such policies, plans and efforts are systematically reproducing many of 

the urban spatial and social inequalities and injustices that have 
characterized our cities for the last century or more.





    “In this new century, we are facing a different kind of 
threat to public space-not one of disuse, but of 
patterns of design and management that exclude 
some people and reduce social and cultural 
diversity”.

   (Low, Taplin and Scheld 2005)

“contact theory posits that….interracial interactions 
that occur in leisure settings have the potential to 
be more genuine and sincere compared with the 
more obligatory interactions that take place in 
formal settings”

    (Shinew, Glover and Parry 2004)

    In the 1980s, environmentalists in Bristol, UK, 
persuaded the local Parks Department to create 
wildflower meadows. These are environmentally 
sound, but are they socially just?

     

Spatial justice: Rethinking urban parks 



“The lack of engagement of more recent immigrants in “friends of 
the park” organizations and other environmental groups of today has 

led to concerns that while Olmsted’s vision continues to resonate 
with a great many Bostonians it may not resonate with the majority 
of those who will decide Boston’s future.” (Lanfer and Taylor 2004)

Spatial justice: 
Immigrant Engagement in Public Open Space



“Families gravitate toward Herter Park because, for many, the 
landscape reminds them of home. Extended family gatherings on 

riverbanks are popular in Central America, and the trees along the 
shore remind many immigrants of the all-day Sunday picnics they 
enjoyed in El Salvador or Guatemala” (Lanfer and Taylor 2004)

“I think one of the reasons that that place...is so popular with us, Latinos, is 
because of the willows. Willows in Guatemala are very common. They grow 

beside rivers. People like Herter Park because it looks like home.”

– Guatemalan-American,  Allston, Boston.

Engagement, belonging: Landscape links?



Engagement, belonging: ‘Designing in’ Encounter? 
Superkilen Park, Nørrebro, Copenhagen 



Engagement, belonging: We need ‘deep ethnographies'





Minneapolis: Green utopia?



Minneapolis: Racist hell?



Minneapolis: Why?

“All that civic rhetoric about Minneapolis being a model 
metropolis at the cutting edge of great urban planning obscures some 

darker truths about the city,” 

Kirsten Delegard, Minneapolis historian and Mapping Prejudice project co-
founder.

Racialized covenants (early1900s -1960s)
+

Exclusionary/single family zoning (70% of residential land)  
+

Redlining
=

RACIAL SEGREGATION, THEN, AND NOW.



Minneapolis: What now?

“There’s a direct linkage between those practices in the late 19th, 
early 20th century and today’s modern zoning plans. Part of  the 

impetus for changing how we view land use is to try to undo some 
of those impacts.” 

Heather Worthington, Director of Long-Range Planning.

Put another way…..

“Urban planning is the spatial toolkit for articulating, implementing, 
and maintaining white supremacy, and we can do something about 

it.”

Julian Agyeman



Minneapolis 2040
In 2018, Minneapolis was the first large US city to vote to end single-

family zoning, allowing duplexes and triplexes on single-family lots. 
This, among a package of reforms such as “inclusionary zoning” — 

requiring new apartment projects to include 10% of units for 
moderate-income households, is part of the Minneapolis 2040 Plan





Leadership and vision: Calling it out
“Food justice means racial justice, demanding a clear-eyed

understanding of how white supremacy has shaped our food systems 
nationally, and right here in Boston, where Black, Latinx, Indigenous 
and AAPI communities have not enjoyed equal access to nutritious 
and culturally relevant foods foods, good food jobs, economically 

vibrant neighborhoods, and the opportunity to thrive.”



Just Sustainabilities: summary

“managing our co-existence in shared space” (Healey, 1997);

fostering belonging (recognition, difference, diversity, inclusion) and 
thinking about what cities can become (smart, sharing, sustainable);

fostering engagement, belonging, using ‘deep ethnographies’; 

engaging intercultural, culturally competent planning and policymaking

practicing 'humane-scaled', and 'human-scaled' urban planning and 
design;

Above all, social justice never simply ‘happens’ in planning processes and 
outcomes. It must be intentional, explicit and front and center in our work. 



Closing thought….

“Our greatest challenges 
are not scientific or 

technological; they are 
deeper than that— they

are spiritual and cultural.”


