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As the United States grapples with issues of racism and police brutality in the wake
of the killing of George Floyd by Minneapolis police officers, environmentalists need
not be bystanders in the debate over solutions. As Claudia and Steve argued on this
blog, environmentalism has multiple opportunities to help address institutional
racism, though few issues cross cut racism and environmentalism more than
housing policy.

Environmentally, housing policy that encourages urban development is crucial to
reducing emissions from automobiles through decreased commute times and car
dependency, as well as limiting development pressure on open space and
agricultural land. And from a racial and economic justice perspective, more inclusive
housing policy is vital to undoing pervasive residential segregation in America
today.

While the Civil Rights movement and the resulting laws helped make explicit racism
illegal in housing, predominantly white local governments and their allies can still
legally practice housing racism through restrictive local zoning and permitting
processes. As Michael C. Lens and Paavo Monkkonen from UCLA’s Luskin School of
Public Affairs documented in a recent study, local restrictions on housing density
and complex local approval processes are highly correlated with wealthy residents
walling themselves off from those with diverse incomes and of different races. And
the more hands-off a state government is on housing policy in favor of “local
control,” the more segregated the state will be.

You can see this dynamic in stark terms in the San Francisco Bay Area. UC Berkeley
researchers Stephen Menendian and Samir Gambhir comprehensively mapped
racial demographics throughout the region, and found that whites are the most
segregated racial group in the region. Although whites are just under 40 percent of
the Bay Area’s population, 184 of 1582 census tracts are more than 75 percent
white, with 359 tracts more than 66 percent white and 663 tracts more than 50
percent white (see map below). Contra Costa County alone in the East Bay features
some of the most racially segregated white neighborhoods in the entire Bay Area:
Walnut Creek (63 percent white) and Martinez (69 percent white), with Lafayette at
77 percent white (a city that was a recent New York Times poster child for
exclusionary local land use policies).

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/us/george-floyd-investigation.html
https://legal-planet.org/2020/06/03/green-in-black-and-white/
https://legal-planet.org/2020/06/03/we-all-have-a-role-in-this-fight/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2015.1111163#.VoqIIbYrLrc
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2016/01/how-zoning-restrictions-make-segregation-worse/422352/
https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/stephen-menendian
https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/samir-gambhir
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/racial-segregation-san-francisco-bay-area
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/13/business/economy/housing-crisis-conor-dougherty-golden-gates.html
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The Los Angeles metro area fared no better, as the 10th most segregated
metropolitan area in the country, according to one index.

So what can be done to address this fundamental form of racial segregation? Simply
put, the state and federal government need to intervene to ensure that local
governments cannot practice racially and economically exclusionary local zoning.
By limiting the number of apartment buildings and affordable homes that are built
in their communities, high-income whites are limiting racial diversity in their
communities, while sending a message to people of color with incomes to afford to
live in these areas that they are not welcome.

Earlier this year, the California State Senate debated a bill (SB 50 by Sen. Wiener)
that would have accomplished just that: making it illegal for high-income areas to
prevent apartment buildings and affordable homes near major transit. Yet a
majority of state senators — many from these segregated, affluent areas, including
Contra Costa, Malibu, West LA, and Silicon Valley — voted against it.

If Black Lives Matter, then surely black neighbors should too. California, like many
other states around this nation, needs to address this root cause of segregation —
to achieve outcomes of both environmental sustainability and racial justice.

https://lbpost.com/longbeachize/data-racial-segregation-los-angeles-metro
https://www.kqed.org/news/11307601/why-is-marin-county-so-white
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB50
https://www.ethanelkind.com/breaking-sb-50-voted-down-by-state-senators-representing-affluent-suburbs/

