








Phoenix is another city where sprawl is pushing natural areas further and further
away from low-income communities and communities of color. In Maricopa County,
where Phoenix is located, lands are being developed at a rate faster than anywhere
else in the state. The county’s annual rate of natural area loss between 2001 and 2011
is 336.6 percent higher than in Arizona and 121.2 percent higher than in the West.

FIGURE 6
Cumulative natural area lost in minority and low-income census tracts
in Maricopa County, Arizona
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Note: Map of census tracts in Maricopa County, Arizona, showing minority or low-income tracts outlined in black, with degree| of human
modi cation in 2011 shown underneath. Census tracts are categorized by quantiles.
Source: David Theobald, Brett Dickson, and Vincent Landau, “Summary and metadata for an environmental justice analysis using data
from The Disappearing West” (Truckee, CA: Conservation Science Partners, 2016), on le with the author.

The loss of natural area not only affects communities in that particular place, but
it affects those who live in areas closer to an urban center by forcing natural areas

further away.

Therefore, as the country continues to develop, it is important to carefully
consider where development happens and where it is critical to conserve natural
areas, so that the disproportionate effect on communities of color and low income
communities is not multiplied. Our analytical findings highlight the importance of
not only seeking opportunities for small natural areas such as urban neighborhood
parks, but also making sure large natural areas that are accessible to underserved

communities are protected and maintained.
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Policy recommendations

Create more parks and monuments that tell the story of
all Americans

Both Congress and the president should create more parks and monuments that
make American public lands decisively more inclusive. Congress should pass
legislation to create a system of protected lands and historic places that reflects the
contributions of all Americans. President Obama and future presidents should
continue to use their executive authority under the Antiquities Act of 1906 to cre-
ate new national monuments that reflect historic figures, cultures, and events that
tell the full American story.

The president should also work to combine NPS’ natural and cultural heri-
tage missions by protecting landscapes that are of particular importance to
underrepresented communities. For example, the 1.9 million acre Bears Ears
area proposed by a Native American inter-tribal coalition should be declared

a national monument.* The area is estimated to contain more than 100,000
cultural and archaeological sites and is a hotbed for grave robbing, looting, and

other destructive activities.*

Similarly, more than 20 Native American tribal nations have called on President
Obama to designate the proposed Greater Grand Canyon Heritage National
Monument to protect additional public lands around the Grand Canyon.*” The
proposed monument would help protect sacred sites and cultural resources and
would preserve and restore the surrounding ecosystems upon which tribes and

local communities depend.*®
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Increase opportunities for frontcountry recreation and preserve
lands for underserved communities

Congress, the U.S. Department of the Interior, and the president should create
and enhance public lands in accessible places—so-called frontcountry recre-
ation areas. Frontcountry areas offer close-to-home natural settings and outdoor
experiences, which allow people to experience nature without needing to travel

to a far-off destination.*

This type of accessible area is important not only because communities with envi-
ronmental justice concerns are more likely to be in urban areas without a lot of natu-
ral area but also because 85 percent of all outdoor recreation takes place within areas
easily accessible from a road.*® Emphasis should be placed on accessible frontcoun-

try parks near communities of color, low income communities, and urban areas.

A prime example of such a frontcountry recreation area is the San Gabriel
Mountains National Monument, which was designated by President Obama in

2014 and just a 90-minute drive from 15 million people in Los Angeles.*!

FIGURE 7
Cumulative natural area lost in minority and low-income census tracts
in Los Angeles County, California
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Note: Map of census tracts in Los Angeles County, California, showing minority or low-income tracts outlined in black, with degree of
human modification in 2011 shown underneath. Census tracts are categorized by quantiles.

Source: David Theobald, Brett Dickson, and Vincent Landau, “Summary and metadata for an environmental justice analysis using data
from The Disappearing West” (Truckee, CA: Conservation Science Partners, 2016), on file with the author.
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The San Gabriel Valley lines the urban area just south of the San Gabriel Mountains

and is 44.7 percent Latino, 25.7 percent Asian, 24.8 percent white, 2.4 percent black,
and 2.4 percent other.** Its designation was touted as an expansion of the protection
of accessible open space and outdoor recreation for a largely Latino community and

as a way to counter the shortage of open space in Los Angeles.>

Underserved communities in El Paso, Texas would benefit from better access

to nearby public lands through the designation of Castner Range as a national
monument. Supporters say that a designation is likely to attract people of color and
other underserved Americans because the surrounding community is 80 percent

Hispanic and is the fourth-poorest metropolitan area in the United States.**

Opening a park near low income communities or communities of color is of
course only one step toward expanding and broadening access to the outdoors. For
example, although Saguaro National Park is less than 20 miles from anywhere in
Tucson, which is 44 percent Hispanic, less than 2 percent of visitors self-identify

as Hispanic.*® Land management agencies therefore need to redouble their efforts
to attract and engage visitors through outreach programs, improved programming,

and services that fit the needs and interests of a broad range of communities.

A 1994 executive order from President Bill Clinton required all federal agencies to
make achieving environmental justice part of their mission.** And the Department
of the Interior recently released its 20162020 draft Environmental Justice Strategic
Plan.” Although the report includes important policy directives, such as includ-
ing underserved groups in the decisionmaking process and monitoring dispro-
portionate health effects on people of color, it should more explicitly prioritize
land disappearance and access to public lands for communities of color and low

income communities.

Engage underserved communities in decisions about
development, conservation, and the expansion of outdoor
recreation opportunities

Including underserved groups in the decisionmaking process allows people on
the ground to get involved and gives all people a voice in their public lands and in
environmental decision making.*® The involvement of underserved community
members and groups often helps uncover disparities in park availability, access,

features, or quality.*
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Earlier this year, the Next 100 Coalition—a coalition of civil rights, environmental
justice, and conservation groups—called on President Obama to prioritize inclu-
sion and increase the racial and ethnic diversity of visitors to America’s national
parks and public lands during the centennial year. The group, which is made up of
national and grassroots groups including Hispanic Access Foundation, Outdoor
Afro, Green Latinos, and the Asian Pacific Policy & Planning Council, put forward
avision document, a petition, and a policy brief.®* The policy brief brings together
the group’s 64 recommendations. Some of these reccommendations include:
increasing diverse stakeholder engagement; encouraging land management agen-
cies to recruit and hire staff with more diverse backgrounds; providing free recre-
ation passes to members of federally recognized tribes; and increasing funding for
the Historic Preservation Fund to identify aspects of the American story absent

from the parks.

Congress and the president should use these and similarly created policy docu-
ments to help guide their decision making and policy priorities for the next 100

years of conservation.
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Conclusion

The next century of the National Park Service—and the next century of all of
America’s public lands—must put inclusivity, access, and diversity at the top of
the agenda. Embracing the idea that all histories are valid, important, and worth
preserving sends a message: The National Park System is for everyone, and it

embraces the changing demographics of the nation.

Creating a system of public lands that are welcoming and accessible to every-
one, however, does not mean merely advertising that public lands exist—it

also requires recognizing differences in accessibility, embracing a shift in policy
priorities, and listening to the needs of communities that can and should be more
engaged. Continuing to progress toward meeting these goals is vital to the future

of our national public lands for the next 100 years.
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