Celebration of Community Vision at Skyway Park
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INTRODUCTION

The impacts of climate change are already being
felt, and not all communities have the same ability
to adapt and recover.' Long-standing social,
economic, and environmental disparities mean
that some groups are at higher risk, facing greater
exposure to climate hazards and more barriers to
resilience. In King County, frontline communities—
including Black, Indigenous, and People of Color
(BIPOC), immigrant and refugee populations,
people with low incomes, individuals with pre-
existing health conditions, unsheltered populations,
and outdoor workers—experience the earliest and
most severe climate impacts. These communities
often have the fewest resources to recover and are
underrepresented in decision-making.

BACKGROUND

King County is home to over 2.3 million residents
as of 2023, making it one of the largest and

most diverse counties in Washington State.*

The majority of the population—approximately

89 percent—resides within the County’s cities

and towns, while around 250,000 people live

in unincorporated King County. Within these
unincorporated areas, more than 119,000 residents
live in urbanized communities, while over 127,000
reside in rural settings.* The County’s population
continues to grow and diversify, bringing both
opportunities and challenges for sustainable and
resilient community development. Since 2010, the
percentage of BIPOC populations has increased
over the decade from 39 percent to 46 percent of
the total population.¢ As of 2023, 26 percent

of people living in King County were born outside
the U.S7
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Despite these challenges, frontline communities
are key leaders in climate resilience and
adaptation.? Their lived experiences provide
essential insights into how climate change
intersects with housing insecurity, public

health disparities, economic instability, and
environmental risks. While these communities have
historically contributed the least to greenhouse
gas emissions,® they bear the greatest burden

of climate impacts. Centering their voices in
policy and planning is not just a matter of equity—
it is essential for developing more effective,
community-driven climate solutions that reflect
the realities and priorities of those most affected.

While climate hazards such as extreme

heat, flooding, and wildfire smoke affect

all communities, the burden is not shared

equally. Decades of discriminatory policies and
disinvestment have contributed to disparities in
housing, economic opportunity, healthcare access,
and environmental quality, all of which intensify
climate vulnerability.
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Racial segregation and neighborhood disinvestment: Historical practices
such as redlining and exclusionary zoning have concentrated poverty and
environmental hazards in certain neighborhoods, limiting wealth-building
opportunities for BIPOC households. Today, these same communities often
experience higher exposure to extreme heat, air pollution, and flood risks
due to a lack of green space, aging infrastructure, and proximity to industrial
pollution sources.

Economic inequality and workforce disparities: While King County workers earn
higher incomes than the state and national averages, economic gaps persist
along racial and geographic lines. BIPOC households—particularly Black, African
American, American Indian, and Alaska Native residents—earn significantly less
than White households. Incomes for Black and African American households

are about half of those of White households, underscoring systemic inequities.?
Many outdoor workers, who are disproportionately from frontline communities,
face increased exposure to extreme heat, air pollution, and other climate-related
hazards that threaten both their health and financial stability.

Figure 15. Equitable Access to Green Space

This map shows percent of people that live within one quarter mile (in urban areas) or within
2 miles (rural areas) in a straight line of any kind of open space by Census Tract for 2020.

Percent of people
who live within 1/4
mile for urban areas 2
miles for rural areas
of a green space 0% 31% 55.6% 73% 89.5% 100%

Sources: King County Parks (2024), Puget Sound Regional Council (2020), US Census (2020)
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Health disparities and climate risks: Health outcomes vary significantly
by race and place, with frontline communities experiencing higher rates of
chronic conditions such as asthma, cardiovascular disease, and diabetes—
conditions that are exacerbated by climate change. Black, African
American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, and American Indian

and Alaska Native residents have lower life expectancies than their White
counterparts. Communities in South King County—where many frontline
populations reside—experience shorter life spans compared to those in
northern and eastern areas. Individuals with pre-existing health conditions
face greater risks from extreme weather events, while older adults and
people with disabilities may have difficulty evacuating or accessing
emergency services during climate disasters. Nearly ten percent of King
County residents live with a disability.? Unsheltered populations, who lack
stable housing and healthcare, are at even greater risk. As of a 2021 count,
King County had 40,800 people experiencing homelessness.™

Linguistic and cultural barriers to adaptation: Over 120 languages are
spoken across King County," and as of 2023, 31 percent of residents spoke a
language other than English at home.”? These linguistic and cultural factors
can create barriers to accessing emergency services, healthcare, and
climate adaptation resources. Climate communications that rely on technical
language or fail to incorporate culturally relevant outreach strategies can
exclude the very communities most affected by climate change.
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Ei King County

CLIMATE ACTION

Clean Future. Strong Communities.

Educating our communities about climate impacts and resources is critical.
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Housing affordability and displacement: King County faces an escalating housing
affordability crisis, particularly in unincorporated areas where new development

has largely consisted of single-family homes rather than a range of housing options
accessible to lower-income residents. Between 2016 and 2022, median home prices
increased by nearly $300,000,™ while rents rose by over 40 percent between 2015
and 2021.* Displacement pressures are particularly severe for Black and African
American households, low-income renters, and residents in historically marginalized
neighborhoods such as Skyway-West Hill and North Highline. Many immigrant and
refugee communities—already facing barriers to housing stability—are at increasing
risk of being pushed out of their neighborhoods due to rising costs.

Without addressing these systemic factors, climate policies risk reinforcing the very
disparities they aim to reduce. Strengthening climate resilience requires a holistic
approach—one that not only mitigates climate hazards but also expands access to

housing, economic opportunity, transportation, healthcare, and community resources.

Figure 16. Displacement Risk Across King County

This map defines areas with lower, moderate, or higher risk of displacement based
on current neighborhood conditions.

Displacement
Risk

. lower moderate . higher

Source: Puget Sound Regional Council (2021)
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KEY ISSUES

The systemic inequities outlined in the previous
section—shaped by historical policies, economic
exclusion, and social marginalization—have

led to deep disparities in climate vulnerability.
Addressing these root causes requires a focused
approach on the specific barriers that frontline
communities face in accessing resources,
participating in decision-making, and building
resilience. In King County, key issue areas such as
lack of access, community health and emergency
preparedness, housing security and anti-

displacement, economic opportunity and workforce
development, and transportation equity are

central to shaping an effective climate response.
These challenges are interconnected, influencing
how communities experience and recover from
climate-related risks. By prioritizing action in these
areas, King County aims to build more equitable,
sustainable communities that are prepared for the
growing impacts of climate change.

Community Leadership and Community-Driven Policymaking
and Building Capacity with Frontline Communities and Youth

« Frontline communities hold experiences and perspectives that can support
the creation of effective, holistic climate solutions. Existing and historic
racial, social, environmental, and economic inequities can limit access

to resources and create barriers to participation in decision-making

processes.

- Language barriers are an important consideration. Even among frontline
community members who can read and speak English, frequent use of
jargon and technical language in climate-related materials can make it
difficult to understand and communicate climate risks to others.

Economic Opportunity and Workforce Development

- The clean energy sector is growing, but barriers such as skills gaps and
limited access to training exclude frontline communities.

- Without equitable workforce development, the clean energy transition may
deepen economic disparities.

- Existing inequities in job access must be addressed to ensure all
communities benefit from emerging green industries.

Community Health and Emergency Preparedness

- Climate change is intensifying extreme weather events and
disproportionately affecting frontline communities.

- Rising temperatures, wildfire smoke, and flooding pose severe health risks,
especially for communities with existing health disparities.

- Lack of equitable access to emergency preparedness information and
resources increases risks for groups that have been marginalized.

King County 2025 Strategic Climate Action Plan
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Food Systems and Food Security

- Climate change is affecting food security and putting pressures on global and
local food systems.™

+ In South King County, nearly twice as many people already face food
insecurity compared to the state average; this percentage is even higher in
frontline communities.™

- Climate change impacts will only worsen disparities unless there are
equitable, innovative solutions that balance the needs of farming with goals to
restore and protect healthy ecosystems.

Housing Security and Anti-Displacement
- Climate change and gentrification-driven displacement are forcing residents
with low incomes further from economic opportunities and transit.

- "Bluelining,””is an emerging practice where financial institutions raise costs
in areas at high environmental risk. These areas often overlap with the same
patterns of disinvestment established by redlining and further threaten
housing affordability for frontline communities living in these areas.

- A growing affordability crisis is making climate-adaptive housing solutions
inaccessible to frontline communities.

Energy Justice and Utilities Affordability

- A 2024 King County utility renter affordability survey found renters are already
making difficult trade-offs to pay their energy bills.™

- Climate impacts can increase utility cost burdens for all County residents,
worsening a growing affordability crisis.”

- Frontline communities require reduced utility costs and affordable and
accessible options for participating in an energy transition.

Transportation Access and Equity
- Reliable and affordable transit is critical to reducing climate vulnerability.

- Housing costs are pushing frontline communities further from transit hubs,
increasing transportation costs.

- Public transit remains inaccessible for many, limiting economic mobility and
contributing to greater emissions where driving is the most accessible form of
transportation.
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STRATEGIES & TOOLS

Recognizing frontline communities’ leadership and
expertise is not just about addressing inequities, it
is also about harnessing the power of community-
driven solutions. Historically, government-led
climate responses have not fully accounted for

the lived experiences and priorities of these
communities, leading to solutions that do not
effectively address their needs. Many frontline
communities have deep-rooted traditions of
environmental stewardship, sustainable living, and
mutual aid networks. Despite holding invaluable
knowledge about climate resilience, frontline
communities have not historically been granted the
resources and platforms necessary to take bold
action or shape policy decisions.

Foundations of the SRFC Framework for
Action:

To address this, 22 frontline community leaders
partnered with King County to develop the first
community-driven climate justice framework for
the 2020 Strategic Climate Action Plan (SCAP). The
Sustainable and Resilient Frontline Communities
(SRFC) framework, originally introduced in the 2020
SCAP, has evolved through deep partnerships with
the Climate Equity Community Task Force (CECTF)
and the Climate Equity Work Group. These working
groups have helped refine the County’'s approach

to climate resilience by identifying priority areas:
community leadership, capacity building, economic
opportunity, climate health equity, food access and
security, housing and anti-displacement, energy
justice and utilities, and transportation access

and equity.
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Key Strategies of the SRFC Framework:

The SRFC framework uses the following six
cross-cutting strategies across eight Focus
Areas to advance climate and equity in frontline
communities:

1. Build equitable practices: Build King County
and community capacity to prioritize climate
equity.

2. Language access: Prioritize collaborative
language access in partnership with trusted
community partners.

3. Community leadership: Advance frontline
community leadership by investing in long-term
community and tribal partnerships, community
capacity development, and improved
infrastructure for community-driven policy and
decision-making.

4. Solutions for root causes: Address root
causes of climate vulnerability by prioritizing
comprehensive solutions co-developed with
frontline communities that reduce systemic
inequities and have co-benefits.

5. Equitable climate future: Advance an equitable
climate future by investing in climate solutions
and opportunities with and for frontline
communities.

6. Align initiatives: Align with and elevate actions
in related County programs that support
frontline communities and climate resilience.

The actions in the following section integrates
input from the CECTF and the Climate Equity
Work Group, ensuring that frontline communities’
priorities remain embedded in County climate
policies and programs.
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Figure 17. Sustainable and Resilient Frontline Communities Framework
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County Policies and Strategic Plans

As a regional government, King County has a unique
role in shaping climate resilience through land use
planning, transportation investments, public health
initiatives, and funding allocations. By embedding
climate equity into its policies and programs, the
County can address systemic inequities, reduce
climate risks, and expand opportunities for frontline
communities. Through its regulatory authority and
partnerships, King County is committed to ensuring
that climate solutions are inclusive and community-
driven. The following policies and strategic plans
provide a framework for integrating climate
resilience and equity across different sectors:

- Equity and Social Justice (ESJ) Strategic Plan
(2016). Embeds equity in climate policies and
funding.

 King County Comprehensive Plan (2024).
Integrates climate resilience and equity into
countywide planning.

« Metro Strategic Plan (2021). Enhances transit
access in underserved areas.

 Public Health - Seattle & King County (PHSKC)
Strategic Plan (2024). Addresses climate-

related health disparities.
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Programs and Initiatives

In addition to policy and planning efforts, King
County invests in programs and initiatives

that directly support frontline communities in
building climate resilience. These efforts focus
on increasing community leadership, expanding
economic opportunities, improving public health
outcomes, and ensuring equitable access to
climate solutions. Through partnerships, funding
opportunities, and workforce development, the
County is working to remove systemic barriers
and create pathways for frontline communities to
thrive in the face of climate change. The following
programs and initiatives play a critical role in
advancing these goals:

- Climate and Health Dashboard - Tracks
climate-related health disparities.

 Climate Equity Community Task Force
(CECTF) - Ensures frontline communities have
a voice in County climate planning.

« Community Climate Resilience Grant Program
- Funds community-led climate initiatives.

* Energize Heat Pump Program - Expands
access to energy-efficient technology for low-
income households.

» King County JumpStart - Provides clean energy
workforce training for frontline communities.

* NextGen Internship Program - Creates career
pathways in climate policy and planning.

 Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) Metrics -
Ensures new transit investments
prioritize frontline communities.
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SUMMARY

King County is committed to integrating frontline

community leadership into climate action, ensuring

policies are driven by those most affected.
Supporting and investing in these communities
ensures that climate action is both just and
effective, fostering resilience that benefits the

entire region. The following pages will describe how

the County plans to work with frontline communities

over the next five years to:

Figure 18. Sensitivity to Climate Change

Deepen community partnerships through
expanded leadership pathways
and policy development;

Enhance climate resilience with improved
housing protections, emergency preparedness,
and climate health monitoring;

Scale up investments in clean energy workforce
development and green job training; and

Expand transit accessibility to ensure
displaced communities remain connected to
economic opportunities.

This diagram illustrates root causes and factors affecting sensitivity to climate change.

Root Causes

- Racial segregation

+ Poverty

- Income inequality

- Lack of living wage jobs

- Gaps in educational
opportunities and attainment

Social Factors

- Ability to afford basic necessities
and resources

- Access to affordable and quality
housing

» Access to reliable and affordable
transportation

v

Biological Factors

+ Age

« Chronic and acute illnesses

- Mental and physical disabilities
- Overall health status

v

Concentrated neighborhood
disinvestment

Political disenfranchisement
and low social capital

Increased neighborhood
violence and crime

Access to affordable health care

Access to green spaces, green
infrastructure, and tree cover

Linguistic isolation
Social cohesion
Residential location

¥

=

Source: Adapted from “Root Causes and Factors Affecting Sensitivity to Climate Change” in Urban Sustainability
Directors Network Guide to Equitable, Community-Driven Climate Preparedness Planning (2017)
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The burdens and benefits of climate change will
affect King County's current and future residents,
communities, and businesses in different ways.
Frontline communities are often hit first and worst
by climate change impacts. This unique position
generates critical expertise around the challenges
posed to their communities and enables innovative
solutions to manage daily impacts.?°

Figure 19 shows the “Spectrum of Community
Engagement to Ownership,’?'a tool developed
by Rosa Gonzalez to help elected officials,
government staff, and community-based
organizations work together. It describes the
different stages of working together, as well as
some of the common costs and benefits that

WHAT’S AT STAKE

Climate impacts to the region can have adverse
impacts to human health, weather, flooding,

and to economic stability for the region.?? At an
individual level, this can translate to the disruption
of pathways to gainful employment, poor health
outcomes, and to barriers to food access,

housing affordability, energy justice and utilities,
and accessible transportation. For frontline
communities, these impacts are intersectional and
deepen overlapping disparities.

Effective action addresses climate change and
social inequities simultaneously by understanding
itis a threat multiplier to a host of social issues.

King County 2025 Strategic Climate Action Plan

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP
AND COMMUNITY-DRIVEN
POLICYMAKING

might be applied to policy development.
Traditionally, many local government approaches
to community engagement have taken the forms
of “inform” or “consult” (columns two and three)
on the Spectrum of Community Engagement. The
limitations of these approaches can uphold a wide
variety of barriers, from financial to institutional,
that limit both community access to decision-
making tables and the implementation of bold
solutions that address the root causes affecting
sensitivity to climate change.

By investing in climate solutions and opportunities
in partnership with and for frontline communities,
King County can advance a more equitable and
just climate future for all.

A BETTER OUTCOME

By investing in community-driven planning
processes and partnerships, King County can
take innovative and equitable action aligned with
the priorities and expertise frontline communities
offer. Recent initiatives related to climate have
started the complex and rewarding work of
centering the communities bearing the brunt of a
changing planet.
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Figure 19. The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership

STANCE
TOWARDS
COMMUNITY

IMPACT

COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT
GOALS

MESSAGE TO
COMMUNITY

ACTIVITIES

RESOURCE
ALLOCATION
RATIOS

Marginalization

Deny access to
decision-making
processes

“Your voice, needs &
interests do not
matter”

Closed door
meetings

Misinformation

100%
Systems Admin

Inform

2

Placation

Provide the
community with
relevant information

“We will keep you
informed”

Fact sheets

Open Houses
Presentations

Billboards
Videos

70-90%
Systems Admin

10-30%
Promotions and
Publicity

Consult

Tokenization

Gather input from
the community

“We care what you
think”

Public Comment
Focus Groups
Community Forums
Surveys

60-80%
Systems Admin
20-40%
Consultation
Activities

Involve

Ensure community
needs and assets
are integrated into
process & inform
planning

“We can't do this
well without you”

Community
organizing &
advocacy

Interactive
workshops

Polling
House meetings
Community forums

50-60%
Systems Admin

40-50%
Community
Involvement

Collaborate

Delegated
Power

Ensure community
capacity to play a
leadership role in
implementation of
decisions

“Your leadership
and expertise are
critical”

MOU's with
Community-based
Organizations
Consensus building
Citizen advisory
committees

Participatory Action
Research

20-50%

Systems Admin
50-70%

Community Partners

Defer to

Community
Ownership

Foster democratic
participation and
equity through
community-driven
decision-making;
Bridge divide
between community
& governance

“We want this to work
so we support
equitable processes
led by community”

Community-driven
planning

Community
Organizing

Open Planning
Forums with Citizen
Polling

Participatory
budgeting

80-100%
Community partners
and community-
driven processes
ideally generate new
value and resources
that can be invested
in solutions

Source: Adapted from "The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership” developed by Facilitating
Power and Movement Strategy Center (2019)




WHAT WE’VE DONE TO
GET HERE

e Funded an ongoing Climate Equity
Community Task Force, a community
working group of frontline community
leaders collaborating with the County on
climate initiatives, funding decisions, and
policymaking.

Piloted an annual Community Climate
Resilience Grant program designed to
support community-driven climate action
advancing local priorities.

Established community working groups
advising on open space, equitable
development, the 2024 Comprehensive
Plan Update, and the 2025 SCAP.

Launched and expanded a NextGen
Internship program focused on creating
career pathways to climate policy,
planning, and program development.

WHAT WE'LL DO NEXT

King County will partner with frontline
community leaders, cultivate pathways
for emerging leaders, and resource
community-led climate initiatives through
the following actions:

e SRFC 1. Partner with the Climate Equity
Community Task Force

e SRFC 2. Develop leadership pathways
for frontline communities

e SRFC 3. Standardize community
compensation

e SRFC 4. Support community-led
initiatives through Community Climate
Resilience grants
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