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We live in a society that is attempting to improve its 
treatment of socially and economically disadvantaged populations. 
Engineers and planners designing infrastructure projects can 
play their part in that process, and Envision is a tool that can 
help. Envision, which was jointly developed by APWA, ASCE, and 
ACEC, is commonly thought of as an environmental sustainability 
rating system, but it actually has a broader focus by addressing 
community life in addition to the environment. 

This article describes Envision and gives three examples 
of where it was used to improve historically disadvantaged 
neighborhoods. All three projects began with a focus on 
stormwater management, but transformed during the design 
phase into sites that used the creation of open parks and wetlands 
to treat contaminated stormwater while providing park space 
to surrounding communities. In all three cases, project teams 
worked closely with local groups to talk about the project but also 
about the needs of the surrounding neighborhoods, resulting in 
improved community life.

ENVISION OVERVIEW
Envision was developed as an infrastructure rating system that 
could be implemented to help guide a project design team to a 
more sustainable design, where “sustainable” is used in a holistic 
sense to refer to a wide range of factors that affect community 
wellbeing. As described in the Envision Guidance Manual:

 “Envision addresses 64 sustainability and resilience indicators, 
called ‘credits,’ organized around five categories: quality 
of life, leadership, resource allocation, natural world, and 
climate and resilience. These collectively address areas 
of human wellbeing, mobility, community development, 
collaboration, planning, economy, materials, energy, water, 
siting, conservation, ecology, emissions, and resilience. 
These indicators collectively become the foundation of what 
constitutes sustainability in infrastructure.”

EQUITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE – WHAT DO  
THOSE TERMS MEAN IN INFRASTRUCTURE?
Equity refers to fairness, and within the context of infrastructure 
projects, it can refer to providing all of society’s members with 
access to a project’s benefits. It can also refer to developing 
infrastructure projects in disadvantaged communities that provide 
the same infrastructure amenities as those enjoyed by people in 
more advantaged communities.

Social justice refers to full and equal participation of all groups 
in a society. Within the context of infrastructure projects, it 
can refer to providing all of the local community members with 
meaningful ways to influence the design. In addition, it can refer 
to removing barriers by developing infrastructure in communities 
that are underdeveloped.

ENVISION AS A TOOL FOR  
EQUITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
Envision has project teams face equity and social justice head-on 
with credit QL3.1 – Advance Equity & Social Justice, where the 
intent is to “ensure that equity and social justice are fundamental 
considerations within project processes and decision making.” 
Envision is asking the project team to reflect on how they have 
been engaging the community, what are the impacts that their 
project will make, has the project team identified the benefits or 
impacts of the project demographically, and is the project team 
addressing or correcting an existing or historic injustice. 

Besides QL3.1 – Advance Equity & Social Justice, there are many 
Envision credits that offer the ability to advance equity and social 
justice, including: 
• QL1.2 – Enhance Public Health and Safety, 
• QL2.1 – Improve Community Mobility and Access,
• QL2.2 – Encourage Sustainable Transportation, 
• QL3.2 – Preserve Historic and Cultural Resources, 
• QL3.4 – Enhance Public Space & Amenities,
• LD1.3 – Provide for Stakeholder Involvement,
• LD2.2 – Plan for Sustainable Communities,
• LD3.1 – Stimulate Economic Prosperity and Development, and
• LD3.2 – Develop Local Skills and Capabilities.
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BY THE SUSTAINABILITY COMMITTEE

WINTER 2020/21 WASHINGTON STATE PublicWorks 19



TO RETURN TO INDEXCLICK HERE CLICK HERE TO RETURN TO INDEX

Envision addresses equity by encouraging project teams to improve 
multiple aspects of community wellbeing in the surrounding 
community, rather than simply focusing on solving an engineering 
problem. Envision addresses social justice by encouraging active 
engagement by community stakeholders throughout the entire 
project lifecycle. Envision also encourages investing in the local 
economy by developing skills locally, creating jobs, and providing 
improvements in the community.

ATLANTA – HISTORIC FOURTH WARD PARK
The Fourth Ward is a historically majority-black residential area  
of Atlanta. It is where Dr Martin Luther King Jr. lived and 
preached, and it now serves as the home for the Martin Luther 
King Jr. National Historic Park. In the past, many neighborhoods in 
the Fourth Ward had high crime rates, but in the last several years 
the area has been transformed into what is considered one of 
Atlanta’s more desirable neighborhoods – and the Historic  
Fourth Ward Park is cited as one of the contributing factors to  
this desirability.

The Historic Fourth Ward Park project started as a typical 
stormwater management/flooding problem. Through 
conversations with local citizens, the stormwater management 
was enhanced from what was originally a series of underground 
pipes into a community amenity that featured a stormwater 
retention pond while serving multiple purposes for the adjacent 
neighborhood. It uses artistic elements to aerate and recycle pond 
water in a dramatic contrast to traditional discharge pipes. The 
stormwater pond serves as the park’s centerpiece, surrounded by 
walking trails, urban plazas, native plantings, and an amphitheater. 

The end result was that the park restored an unusable land 
parcel into a functional community park and provided stimulus 
for neighboring development. Following project completion, the 
influx of housing and retail has noticeably changed the economic 
and social condition of the community.

LOS ANGELES – LINCOLN  
HEIGHTS ALBION RIVERSIDE PARK
The Albion Riverside Park project is located in Lincoln Heights, 
which has a high percentage of Latino, Asian, and Pacific Islander 
residents. According to Wikipedia, the median yearly household 
income in Lincoln Heights was $30,579 (2008 dollars), which is 
relatively low for Los Angeles.

This Albion Riverside Park project was designed to prevent 
and remove pollutants from regional waterways and the ocean, 
consequently protecting public safety and meeting Federal Clean 
Water Act regulations. The site had contaminated soils from 
decades of industrial use and portions of it were vacant. The 
contaminated soil was remediated to make the site safe for public 
use and the vacant land was turned into a park for neighboring 
communities. The expanded park features a renovated baseball 
field, soccer fields, basketball courts, outdoor plaza/event space, 
walking trails, fitness areas, a playground, picnic areas, and public 
restrooms, making significant contributions to public space, 
accessibility, and overall community quality of life. 

Many city stakeholders were actively engaged throughout this 
project, including the Los Angeles City Council, the city’s bureau 
of engineering, department of recreation and parks, bureau 
of sanitation, and the mayor’s office. Project stakeholders also 
included local residents and community groups such as the Local 

Volunteer Neighborhood Oversight Committee, Lincoln Heights 
Neighborhood Council, Friends of LA River, Northeast Trees, and 
the local Sierra Club chapter. One way in which stakeholders were 
able to impact design was by participating in a design charrette 
where stakeholders could identify desired park elements, many of 
which were then included in the project design. 

SOUTH LOS ANGELES WETLAND PARK
This South Los Angeles Wetland Park is surrounded by 
communities which are predominantly Latino and Black. According 
to the Landscape Performance Series website – which evaluates 
the performance of landscaped sites – previous to the construction 
of the South Los Angeles Wetland Park, areas around the park 
“had the second lowest park acreage per capita in the city,” and 
the median household income in adjacent neighborhoods was 
“$29,074, just 58% of the city median.”

The South Los Angeles Wetland Park is situated on a former 
brownfield site that was previously inaccessible to the public and 
surrounded by an eight-foot chain-link fence. It was conceived 
to protect public health by removing pollution from the city’s 
watercourses, beaches, and the ocean in order to meet Federal 
Clean Water Act requirements. The design evolved to use the 
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urban runoff from the 525-acre contributing watershed to nourish 
a treatment-wetland with riparian and emergent marsh habitat. 
Through discussions with neighboring communities about their 
desires for the project, the wetland was supplemented with other 
amenities, including trails, boardwalks, observation decks, picnic 
areas, and a natural rock garden seating area.

By monitoring postings on social media, the Landscape 
Performance Series website found that the South Los Angeles 
Wetland Park users engaged in “recreational and social 
activities… 33% fitness, 15% nature, and 6% cultural or  
social events.” 

CONCLUSION
The projects listed in this article illustrate how traditional 
infrastructure projects conceived to address environmental 
problems – such as contaminated runoff in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods – can be designed to go beyond proving a 
solution to just the environmental problem. Returning to the 
concepts of equity and social justice described above, equity can 
be addressed by developing projects that improve community 
wellbeing in a holistic sense, and social justice can be addressed 
by involving community members in influencing the project 
designs. Project teams can use Envision as a tool to guide them 
toward meeting the goal of creating equitable and socially just 
infrastructure improvements.

To connect with the Sustainability Committee,  
contact Chair Bruce Erickson, bruce.erickson@kpff.com or  
Amanda Schweickert, amanda.schweickert@wsp.com. 
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 Geologic Hazard Evaluations
Construction Dewatering

Environmental Remediation
Natural Resources

Surface Water 

INTEGRATED SERVICES FOR 
PUBLIC WORKS PROJECTS

Geotechnical Engineering
Seismic Engineering 

Hydrogeology
Tunneling 

Instrumentation
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