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Equity, Social Justice,  
and Sustainability

By Jesse Williams, Jacobs

 Many of us, particularly those 
involved with green building 
design and construction, have 

focused for years on ‘sustainability.’ We 
read books and studied late into the night 
to achieve green building credentials such 
as the LEED Accredited Professional (AP) or 
Envision Sustainability Professional (SP). 

We’ve applied sustainable design 
practices to our projects, developed green 
infrastructure details and standards, and 
tried to live out these ideas in personal 
practice. We’ve even encouraged family and 
friends to plant a garden, save roof runoff, 
compost food waste, or travel by bicycle. 

With a new or renewed focus on 
community, equity, and race and social 
justice, what happened to sustainability? 
Have we moved from one mission to 
another, destined to repeat the same 
process in the next decade, or will this new 
design paradigm be incorporated into our 
standard practice? This author argues that 
incorporating community-focused values 
including equity and race and social justice 
into our practice of sustainability is not 
only consistent with our original goals, but 
necessary for truly sustainable outcomes.

If we compare our current concept of 
sustainability to the 17 United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we 
find examples of synergy and agreement, 
as well as opportunities for improvement. 
Our current sustainability strategies and 
green building rating systems successfully 
consider such environmental goals as 
Climate Action (goal #13), Life Below Water 
(goal #14), and Life On Land (goal #15). 
We’ve conserved water, reduced energy 
consumption, and reduced the waste 
generated by construction projects, among 
other successes. But we may lag behind 
social and people-related goals such as SDG 
#11, ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities,’ 
which aims to “Make cities and human 

settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable.” Other goals include Gender 
Equality (#5) and Reduced Inequalities 
(#10), which considers vulnerable groups 
such as older persons, persons with 
disabilities, children, women, and migrants 
and refugees. We may have progressed 
well with the environmental aspects of 
sustainability, but failed to incorporate the 
equally critical needs of people.

Policies and infrastructure that consider 
performance and environmental benefit 
but neglect or underappreciate human 
wants and needs are not sustainable: 
environmentally sound solutions that 
are not affordable, maintainable, and 
enjoyed or appreciated by all people may 
be less likely to be maintained by the 
community. Infrastructure that prioritizes 
certain modes of travel or neglects the 
safety and comfort of some users, even if 
efficient and cost effective, is destined to 
be modified or removed and is therefore 
not ‘sustainable.’ Infrastructure that 
creates negative health impacts to certain 
communities or groups, or maintains past 
injustices, is not sustainable. Consider the 
vast number of sidewalks and curb ramps 
that were not designed for adequate (safe, 
comfortable, etc.) access by people with 
disabilities, and now must be replaced at 
great financial and environmental cost; 
this was truly unsustainable infrastructure 
because it failed to adequately address 
human needs and placed additional 
burden on a certain population. And 
it seems worth noting that accessible 
sidewalks and curb ramps benefit many 
other users including the elderly and 
parents of smaller children, providing 
more inclusive infrastructure; inclusive 
design may have positive benefits beyond 
our original intent.

Consider the current issues of racial 
equity and social justice: policies and 

infrastructure that value certain populations 
over others, create unequal or disparate 
impacts on different communities, maintain 
unequal access to wealth and capital, or 
provide health to only some communities, 
create injustice and inequality and are 
inherently unsustainable. If we as policy 
makers, planners, designers, builders, 
and operators intend to produce and 
maintain sustainable infrastructure, we 
must ensure that infrastructure provides 
services (and avoids unequal impacts) 
to all humans regardless of ethnicity, 
community of origin, gender, community 
of birth, etc. Similarly, we must ensure 
that the business of infrastructure provides 
economic opportunity for and benefits all 
communities. And we have work to do 
as a society to consider how to benefit 
low-income and previously underserved 
communities without creating displacement.

A review of the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals suggests 
that a greater focus on all people through 
the lenses of community, equity, justice, 
and partnerships could advance and 
improve our concepts of sustainability and 
sustainable infrastructure. As opposed 
to something different or inconsistent, 
our current learning and efforts toward 
advancement of underserved communities 
and populations addresses a gap in our 
previous understanding of sustainability 
and can lead us to greater fulfillment of 
our original goals. Reviewing the lessons 
learned from years of sustainable design 
and living can also remind us how to 
ensure that new evolutions of sustainable 
infrastructure yield long-standing, high-
performing, and beloved community assets.
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